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"Stilling the Mind  is  a much needed, very welcome book on shamatha med-

itation, a topic pivotal to the Buddhist path from beginning to end. With 

over forty years of practice and study of Buddhism coupled with a lively, 

ongoing exploration of Buddhism and science, Dr. Wallace is uniquely qual-

ified to bridge this timeless traditional wisdom and its contemporary West-

ern context. I am confident that these teachings will be of immense 

benefit."—Jetsun  Khandro Rinpoche 

I
n The Attention Revolution, bestselling author Alan Wallace guided readers 

through the stages of shamatha, a meditation for focusing the mind. Here 

he uses the wisdom of the Dzogchen—the highest of all the Tibetan med-

itation traditions—to open up this practice into a space of freedom from 

hope and fear by introducing us to one of the most cherished works of the 

Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism, Dudjom Lingpa's Vajra Essence. 

"Wallace's translation of the shamatha section from Dtidjom Lingpa's Dzogchen tantra 

known in Tibetan as the Nelug Rangjung is an invaluable contribution to the teachings 

available to serious Western Buddhist practitioners. Through many spontaneous visions, 

Dudjom Lingpa received the Buddha's wisdom-mind heritage directly from the pure land, 

and thus many hidden mind treasures arose from the expanse of his ever-excellent wis-

dom mind. I am so thrilled that people have an opportunity to connect with Dudjom 

Lingpa's teachings, which are truly unlike any other, and I encourage readers to put these 

teachings into practice."—Lama  Tharchin Rinpoche 

"Alan Wallace brings great wisdom and fresh insight to the teachings of one the great mas-

ters of the Nyingma tradition, Dudjom Lingpa. His commentary is wise, thoughtful, and 

wonderfully compassionate."—Tsoknyi  Rinpoche, author of Fearless Simplicity 

B. ALAN WALLACE  is one of the most prolific writers and translators of Tibetan 

Buddhism in the West. Having trained as a Buddhist monk for fourteen years in the 

1970s and 8os, he later received his Ph.D. from Stanford University and now runs the 

Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies. 
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S
tudents of Tibetan Buddhism in the West have been extremely For

tunate in recent decades to receive teachings from great lamas who 

were trained in TIbet before the Ch inese Communist occupation. 

These superb teachers include the Dalai Lama, the Sixteenth Karmapa, 

Dudjom Rinpochc, Sakya Trizin Rinpoche, and many other great masters. 

There has also been a gradual increase in the number of texts from this tra

dition available in Western languages, as more and more students have 

learned the art of translation . As a result, we are now seei ng a significant 

number of Westerners who have themselves become qualified teachers of 

TIbetan Buddhism, as well as a younger ge neration of Tibetan lamas who 

were educated in India and other regions of the Tibetan diaspora. 

Despite these exceptionally favorable circumstances, it remains diffi 

cult for us to properly contextualize the teachings we receive and to put 

them into practice effectively. llbetan teachers, as wise, experienced, and 

enthusiastic as they often are, and Western stude nts~many of them wi ll

ing to make great sacrifices to practice Dharma~are still , culturally speak

ing, worlds apart. Keep in mind that Tibetan Buddhism began its 

development in the eighth century and is itself an offshoot of Indian 

Buddhism, which began with Shakyamuni Buddha around 500 B.C.E. The 

distinctive qualities of these traditional Asian cultures are quite different 

from those of the modern world in which we live today. It took roughly 

four hundred years for Indian Buddhism to morph into llbetan Buddhism. 
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Now the infusion of TIbetan Buddhism into today's global setting-the 

first globalization of Buddhism in its enti re 2,500-year history- is taking 

place at a breathtaking pace . 

The Buddhist texts and commentaries presented to people today were 

initially geared for the lives, and especially the psyches, of ancient, Asian 

students of Dharma. The cultural context of a second-cenrury Indian or 

even a nineteenth -cenrury TIbetan has very little in common with our glob

alized world of jet planes, cell phones, and the internet. Certainly we can 

gain a great deal from reading such timeless classics as Shantideva's Guidr to 

th( Bodhisattva Way of Life or PatrOl Rinpoche's Words oj My PerjKt Teacher. 

Great human and universal truths are expressed there that apply to all 

human cultures. At the level of particulars, however, Shantideva and Patml 

Rinpoche were speaking primarily to students with views, values, and 

lifestyles radically different from ours_ 

Therefore , as a Western teacher of Dharma who has had the great good 

fortune, over more than forty years, to study with a number of eminent 

Tibetan Buddhist teachers, I have tried to mold my commentary on the 

Vajra Esstnct to the Western psyche . That , after all , is what I myself had to 

do in order to gain some understanding of Tibetan Buddhism. I have 

addressed a number of issues that often cause confusion among Western stu

dents, ranging from terminology (with terms sometimes defined differently 

in the context of different traditions and teachings ), to the significance of 

specific techniques within important sequences of meditation practices. It 

is my hope that as a Westerner with much in common with other Western 

Buddhists, I will be able to provide a bridge between worlds. I am, after all , 

someone who grew up mostly in southern California, went to high school , 

dreamed of becoming a wildlife biologist, played the piano, and- after 

being a monk for fourteen years-reentered Western society pursuing inter

ests in both science and religion. I am fluent in Tibetan but am also fasc i

nated by quantum cosmology, the cognitive sciences, and the wonders of 

modern technology. 

The text presented here, the Vajra Esstna by Dlidjom lingpa, a nineteenth 

century master of the Nyingma order of Tlbetan Buddhism, is known as the 

Ndug Rangjung in TIbetan, meaning "the narural emergence of the narure of 
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existence.'" This is an ideal teaching in which to unravel some of the com

mon misunderstandings of TIbetan Buddhism, since it is a sweeping practice 

that can take one from the basics all the way to enlightenment in a single 

lifetime. The presen t volume explains the initial section on shmnatha, or med

itat ive quiescence, about nine percent of the entire Vajra Essmct root text . 

Shamatha is presented in the Vajra Essrnct as a foundational practice on 

the Dzogchen path. Dzogchen, often translated as "the Great Perfection ," 

is the highest of the nine vehicles (yanfls) in the Nyingma tradition of 

11betan Buddhism. Classically speaking, after achieving shamatha, the yogi 

will use his or her newly acquired powers of concen tration to practice 

insight into the nature of emptiness (viPashyalla) , followed by the Dzogchen 

practices of Irtgdw (breakthrough) and t~!1al (direct crossing-over). These 

four pract ices comprise the essential path to enlightenment from the 

Nyingma point of view. The practice of Dzogchen brings one into direct 

contaCt with rea lity, un mediated by the individual personality or society. 

Shamatha, in its various presentations, is used to make the mind pliant 

and serviceable for the more advanced practices. Shamatha is not found 

only in Buddhism. This practice of refining attention ski lls exists in reli. 

gious contexts as distinct as Hinduism, TaOism, early Christianity, and the 

Sufi schools of Islam. Within TIbetan Buddhism, shamatha practice maps on 

to the nine stages of attentional development wherein thoughts gradually 

subside as concentrative power is increased to the point at which one can 

effortlessly maintain single-pointed focus on a chosen object for at least 

four hours. The accomplishment of shamatha is accompanied by a power

ful experience of bliss, luminosity, and st illness. 

Shamatha requires more careful incubation than most other kinds of 

meditation. You can practice ton9/m (taking on the suffering of others and 

giving them your happiness) very well while you are watching the news. 

LOVing-kindness and compassion and the rest of the four immeasurables 

can be practiced down on "Main Street." Vipashyana you can cultivate any

where. In fact , many other practices can be done under varying circum 

stances. If you wish to take shamatha all the way to its ground, however, it 

requires a supportive, serene environment , good diet, proper exercise, and 

very few preoccupations. The necessary internal conditions are minimal 
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desires, few activities and concerns, conten tment, pure elhical discipline, 

and freedom from obsessive, compulsive th inking. II is my feeling tha t the 

achievement of shamatha is so rare today because those circumstances are 

so rare. It is difficult to fi nd a conducive environment in which to practice 

at length and without interference--even more so to have that and access 

to SUitable sp iritual friends for support and guidance. Therefore, if the 

causes are difficult to bring logether, the result-shamatha-is also neces

sari ly rare . I present a detailed guide to the general practice of shamatha in 

my earlier book, Tht Attttltion Rrvolulion (Wisdom, 2006). 

Dudjom lingpa was a lay practitioner, married, and the father of eigh t 

renowned sons, includingJigme Tenpai Nyima, the Third Dodrupchen Rin

poche, who was widely revered by lamas of all the Tibetan Buddhist orders. 

During the course of his life, DUdjom lingpa performed many miracles , 

and he reached the highest levels of realization of tantra as well as the Great 

Perfection. Thirteen of his disciples attained the rainbow body-dissolution 

into ligh t at death-and one thousand became vidyadbara tantrie masters 

through gaining insight into the essential nature of awareness . In short, he 

was one of the most realized and acclaimed Tibetan lamas of his time. 

The Vajra Esstllct was essentially "downloaded" from the dharmakaya , the 

buddha mind that is essentially coterminous with the ultimate ground of 

reality, and brought into our world in 1862, when O(idjom lingpa was 

twenty-seven years old. He received it in a vision as a mind ttrmll .2 However, 

while it was optimal for him to receive it in 1862, only about thirteen years 

later did the time come fo r it to be made public. It is clear from the open

ing Ihat this text is nOI scholastic in nature but is intended for Ihose who 

are dedica ted to practice. 

In the initial section on shamatha, the Vlljra ES5t11Ct has the practitioner 

take the mind as the path, using the specific approach of tllking llpptarilnctS 

IlIld 1II11Imnm llS tlu path, also known as stUlin!) the mind ill its natllral statt . In brief, 

this consists of observing all ari sing mental phenomena without grasping on 

to them. Your thoughts, emotions, images, and so forth are observed closely 

wi th mindfulness, but you do not encourage, discourage, or involve your
self in any way with [he arising mental phenomena. The aim at this stage 

is 10 sett le the mind in the substrate consciousness (aIIlYllviiiillna}-the 
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ground of the ordinary mind. The text also comments on the many medi 

tation experiences (nymn ) that may be encountered and how to behave 

when they appear. Pitfalls are described, along with some of the deeper 

possibilities of this phase of practice. 

One of the central themes of the opening section of the Vajra Essrna is 

how crucial shamatha is for success with more advanced practices, such as 

meditation on emptiness, tantric generation and completion practices, and 

Dzogchen . Given that the Buddha himself strongly emphasized the impor

tance of developing shamatha and uniti ng it with vipashyana, it is remark

able the degree to which this key foundationa! practice is marginalized or 

overlooked entirely in all schoo ls of Buddhism today. It seems that nearly 

everyone is in a mad rush to ascen d to more advanced fonns o f meditation 

without noticing that the mind they are depending on for this is heavily 

prone to al ternating laxity and exci tation. !n tradi tional Buddhist texts, such 

an attentionally imbalanced mind is co nsidered dysfunctional , and it is 

unreasonable to think tha t such a mind can effectively enter into medita

tions designed to sever mental afflictions at their roots. Although you can 

practice more advanced meditations without first achieving shamatha, you 

are bound to hit a plateau and then stagnate in your practice without rec 

ogni zing that il is fai li ng due to insufficient prepa ration in first refining 

attention. 

Dildjom lingpa's treatise explains a number of integrated practices, 

giving me the opportunity to provide some detailed comparisons among 

meditat ion techn iques and their aims-something that can be easily missed 

by those unable to remai n in intimate contact over long periods with their 

teachers. Such logistical problems, common to Westerners who must main

tain careers and relationships while studying and practicing Dhanna, often 

result in a lack of full understanding of the relationships among a wide vari 

ety of elements of Dharma. T he difference in language and cultural back

ground between teacher and student only exacerbates this problem. Here 

I have tTied to use my own experience to fill in some of these gaps. 

My commentary returns again and aga in to one particular dilemma pre

sented in th is initial section of the Vajra Essrnct: In its descriptions of med

itation states, does the language at a given pOint refer to the substrate 
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consciousness-the alayavijiiana---or to the dharmakaya-that is, pristine 

awareness , or rigpat The substrate consciousness is the foundation and 

source of an individual's psyche. Accessing it is the proper end of shamatha 

practice. The dharmakaya, or buddha mind, on the other hand, is much 

deeper than the individual mind, and that is realized through the practice 

of Dzogchen. The answer to the question of which "ground" of con· 

sciousness is indicated in a given passage depends both on the context in 

which similar terms are presented and in the nature of the experiences 

described. It is extremely important that this distinction be clearly under

stood, because it points to a major misunderstanding to which the unin

fonned practitioner can easily fall prey. So the question-"ls he talking 

about the substrate consciousness or the dharmakayai'-runs like a thread 

throughout the commentary. 

I address a number of such specific pitfalls pointed out in the root text, 

along with obscure and sometimes controversial issues such as the siddhis, or 

paranonnal abilities, we obtain as we advance along the path. These include 

cla irvoyance and walking through walls, powers that most Westerners

with their scientific and often secular upbringing- may find incredible. 

How are we 10 take these? Are they metaphor, myth , or reality? There are 

many complex issues in fully translating a document such as this, which is 

esoteric and subtle even for TIbetans, into a vernacular that can be absorbed 

by a contemporary audience that did not grow up steeped in this tradition . 

One crucial area to examine at the outset of any study of Buddhist texts 

is the motivation that animates our efforts. There are many motivations for 

entering the Dhanna. One example that I think is quite prevalent, especially 

in the West, is using Dharma to make samsara, or cyclic existence, more 

comfortable . Such a motivation is quite understandable-life has a lot of 

sharp edges. Today there is Fear of terrorism, and as always we experience 

illness, conAict between spouses, unhappiness at losing a job-tenSion, 

depression, anxiety. Therefore, many people practice Dharma in order to 

cope better with modern living and feel a bit more comfortable . There's 

nothing wrong with that. But if the Dharma is reduced entirely to a kind of 

therapy, its essence is lost. The Vajra Essencr is a teaching that can enable you 

to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime. It has done so for many practi -
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tio ners. So its value goes far beyond smoothing samsara's rough spots. The 

true value of the Dharma is as a vehicle to the enlightened state in order to 

be of greatest benefit in the world. 

To fully benefit from the teachings here , it is best to honor the funda

mental teachings common to all schools of Buddhism; do not, in other 

words, indulge the feeling that you are somehow superior to the most basic 

teachings- the four noble truths, the four applications of mindfulness, the 

four immeasurables, and so forth. Not a single syllable spoken by the 

Buddha is too basic. All the words of the Buddha have a single taste and can 

be put into practice as means to liberation. It is best as well to revere the 

Mahayana, not thinking of the approach requiring three countless eo ns 

treading the path to enlightenment-the cultivation of the six perfections, 

the insights presented in the Yogachara and the Madhyamaka views, and so 

on-as being beneath you. Though you may practice Dzogchen , the high

est vehicle, you should not look down on Yogachara or Madhyamaka teach

ings. Finally, an ideal vessel for these teachings values the tantras of all three 

classes-outer, inner, and secret- and has a genuine desire to practice 

fregcho and fogal , the two stages of Dzogchen. In other words, such a student 

yearns to really put these into practice in this lifetime. 

Another commonly held mistaken attitude toward Dharma is the 

thought, "Oh, but that's too high for me. J should always just stick with the 

basics. " It doesn't take much experience of ttying to settle the mind to con

clude that one is just not cut out for enli ghtenment and that one should just 

ramp down one's expectations, leaving the exalted states for those who are 

more gifted. BUl this would be a mistake. Don't think that Dzogchen is 

beyond your reach . It takes courage to believe that such teachings are 

within your reach , but actually they were designed for people like us. You 

can do it. 

THE EVOLUTION OF THIS BOOK 

The Vajra Essmct is one of the great jewels of Dharma-unified in its adher

ence to the central truth of pervasive enlightened reality, while reflecting 

a brilliant array of interpenetrating teachings and realizations. It has been 
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my heartfelt intention , in both the translation and commentary, to make 

this great teaching clear and accessible to modern students of Dharma. If 
this volume is true to the original intent of D(idjom Lingpa and at the same 

time completely contemporary in its presentation, then I will have achieved 

my aspiration. 

The Vajra Essrnct has special relevance for us today in the West; In one of 

Dildjom Lingpa's dreams, a devaplitra, a celestial being named Dungi Zurphu, 

prophesied that the benefit from his profound hidden treasures, his tmnas, 

would go west, saying, 'Those deserving to be tamed by you dwell in human 

cities to the west." With the wish to help fulfill that prophecy, the present 

translation of his hidden treasure the Vajra Essl'l1ct was made under the guid

ance of the Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoche, who has been teaching in the West 

since 1972. Gyatrul Rinpoche received the oral transmission of this text three 

times from three of the emanations of Dildjom Lingpa: In TIbet he received 

it from Jamyang Natsog Rangdrol and from Tulku Kunzang Nyima, and later 

in Nepal he received it from His Holiness Dudjom Rinpoche Jigdral Yeshe 

DOrje, the Supreme Head of the Nyingma order of TIbetan Buddhism. 

Intermittently from the autumn of 1995 to the summer of 1998, I read 

through this text twice with Gyatrul Rinpoche, receiving many points of 

clarification from him. While working on a first-draft translation , he went 

through the text line by line with a small group of his disciples including 

myself, carefully correcting errors in my translation and elucidating points 

of lingering uncertainty in my own comprehension of the text. Most of the 

annotations throughout the translation are based upon his oral commentary. 

The excerpt presemed in this volume, where it is integrated with my 

commentary, is virtually identical to that contained in a new complete trans

lation published by Vimala Publications, the publishing arm of Gyatrul Rin 

poche's organization. Access to the Vajra EWHct is traditionally reserved 

only for those who have had the proper initiations and permissions from 

their teachers, and its secrecy has been carefully preserved by the lineage. 

However, the shamatha section in this volume and the succeeding section 

on vipashyana in a later volume are not considered restricted material , and 

their publication for the general public here has been authorized by eya

trul Rinpoche. 
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The evolution of my commentary began when I finished translating the 

\It/jra ESSNfct , at which point Cyatrul Rinpoche authorized me to teach the 

entire text. I felt that I had never encountered a more precious treatise set· 

ting out the entire path to enlightenment , so I took his words deeply to 

heart, wishing to share this mind treasure in the most meaningful way I 

could. I have found that the practice of Vajrayana Buddhism, including the 

Creat Perfection , is inadequate without a firm theoretical and experiential 

foundation in the more fundamental teachings of Buddhism. Byoverlook· 

ing the core teachings and practices of shamatha and vipashyana medita· 

tion and the altruistic mind of bodhichitta, or the spirit of awakening, the 

insights and resulting transformations from these practices are not realized. 

And due to overlooking this foundation, the practice of Vajrayana by itself 

fails to yield authentic Vajrayana realizations. 

I decided therefore to teach a series of retreats to a few experienced 

Dharma students focusing in sequence on shamatha, the four close appli · 

cations of mindfulness, the four immeasurables, the Madhyamaka approach 

to vipashyana practice, including dream yoga, and finally an introduction 

to the Great Perfection. After I had taught this entire series of week· long 

retreats over the course of two years, lIed four more week-long retreats on 

selected sections of the Vajra Essmce focusing on shamatha, vipashyana, 

Irtgchli, and togal. One of my students offered to transcribe my oral com· 

mentaries on these extended passages from the text. I shared these tran· 

scripts with other students, who reported they found them very helpful 

and inspiring. It then occurred to me to make the first two of these com· 

mentaries, edited , available in book form, so I asked Gyatrul Rinpoche 

whet her he would allow me to publish for the general public my commen· 

taries on just the shamatha and vipashyana sections of the Vc1jra Essmct. He 

agreed, and with the help of those mentioned below, the first of these two 

commentaries is now a reality. 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

U
nlike the vast majority of Tibetan texts, the Vajra Esstlfct is not sub

divided into sections and subsections. It is written instead as a 

stream of consciousness that flows unimpededly fo r some four hun

dred pages. My translation , however, does divide it into chapters with sub

sections in order to help the reader navigate the material. 

We begin with the imroduction, which in many Dham13 texts has two 

parts. First comes the homage, and second is the author's promiS( to com

pose the text, to take it to its complel ion . This text is no except ion 10 that 

rute, although of course in this case the author didn't so much ~compose" 

the text as he si mply mani fested it-an act very much in the spirit of 

Dzogchen. 

~omage to the manifest face of Samantabhadra himself, 

the Omnipresent lord, the original, primordial ground! 

The enlightened awareness lineage of the budd has is so desig

nated because the minds of all the buddhas of the three times are 

of one taste in the absolute space of phenomena. The symbolic 

lineage of the vidyadharas is so designated because the symbolic 

signs of ultimate reality, the treasury of space. spontaneously 

emerge, without reliance upon the stages of spiritual training and 

practice. The auralUneage of ordinary individuals is so designated 
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because these pradical instructions naturally arise in verbal trans

mission as an entrance to the disciples' paths, like filling a vase. 

The homage-to Samantabhadra, the Primordial Buddha, the Timeless 

Buddha, the Buddha from which all other buddhas manifest-is quite con· 

cise. That is followed by a reference to the th ree lineages of the Dzogchcn 

tradition, the first of which I am translating as ~the enlightened awareness 

lineage of the buddhas." This lineage is identified thus because the minds 

of the buddhas are indistinguishable and of the same nature . This being so, 

there is no transmission as such. 

This initial paragraph introduces some crucial terms, which I will provide 

in Sanskrit, since they are given different translations into English. The 

"absolute space of phenomena" is my translation for dharm"dha!u . Dharma in 

this context means "phenomena.~ Dbalu means ~domain,~ "element ," "space," 

or "realm.n HAbsolute spacen here means the space out of which relative 

space, time, mind, matter, and all other dualities and all other phenomena 

emerge. It is the ground of being, the primordial ground . Its relationship 

with primordial consciousness (iRnna) is nondua1. 

Primordial consciousness, your own rigpn, or pristine awareness, is that 

out of which all relative states of consciousness emerge and is nondual from 

the absolute space of phenomena . In that ultimate reality, the minds of al1 

the buddhas-past, present, and future-are al1 of the same taste in that 

absolute space of phenomena. They are undifferentiated. This, then, is the 

ultimate lineage-if indeed we can label something that transcends time 

and is inconceivable as a "lineage ." 

The second of these three Dzogchen lineages is the "symbolic lineage of 

the vidyadharas: Vidya is Sanskrit for rigpa, Hpristine awareness"; dhara is 

"one who holds. " So a vidyadhara is literal1y "one who holds pristine aware

ness." A more precise meaning is "one who has gained a conceptual1y 

un mediated, non dual realization of rigpa , of buddha nature." This is a lin

eage transmitted from vidyadhara to vidyadhara. It is not vidyadhara to 

ordinary sentient being, nor vidyadhara to buddha, but rather a community 

of vidyadharas, similar to the classic meaning of 5angha , comprised exclu-
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sively of arya5-those who have gained a nonconceptual, unmediated real

ization of emptiness. In this case it is a sangha of vidyadharas, and they 

have a way of communicating, of transmitting Dharma horizontally-not 

down to us, not up to the buddhas. Their method is symbolic, and as such , 

it is not verbal in the ordinary sense of the term. 

'The symbolic lineage of the vidyadharas is so designated because the 

symbolic signs of ultimate reality ... " Here is another crucial term. In San

skrit, "ultimate reality" is dharmata. Dharma, again, means "phenomena"; ta is 

like "ness," making for "dharma-ness ," or "phenomena-ness," an abstract 

noun. This refers to the very nature of being dharmas, of being phenom

ena. Dharmata is a synonym for emptiness, for "thatness," and for "suchncss": 

just that-reality itself. 

The "symbolic signs," the symbolic manifestations, the archetypal sym· 

boIs "of ultimate reality, the treasury of space"-th is last term is used inter

changeably with ultimate reality, space being of course empty, and a 

treasury-"spontaneously emerge," they just appear, like bubbles rising in 

water, "without reliance upon the stages of spiritual training and practice." 

In other words, this is pure discovery. They appear spontaneously. This is 

not the result of striving diligently along the path of traini ng or practice

a developmental approach. Un til we become vidyadharas, we needn't be 

too concerned wi th this. Basically we are being told that vidyadharas have 

a way of symbolically commun icating with each other. 

T he third lineage is the one most pertinent to us: the "aural lineage of 

ordinary individuals"-folks like us. Note that it is not v(rbal but aural. In 

Tibetan , aural lineage is nyrngyii. Nyrn means "to listen ," as in something is 

coming to the ears. How do we receive the transmission of Dzogchen? 

Through the aural lineage of ordinary individuals. It is "so deSignated 

because these practical instructions . . . "-the TIbetan word means teach

ings that are synthesized into practice from the vast body of Buddhist 

teachings-"naturally arise in verbal transmission," in words, "as an entrance 

to the d isciples' paths, like filling a vase." 

The practical instructions tell you what you actually need to do as opposed 

to receiving and aSSimilating a mass of theoretical context, background, and 
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the like. The words being transmitted from mouth to ear-filling your heart 

and mind, like filling a vase with ambrosia, open ing the way to your own 

path to enlightenment-are the entrance, the ga teway. 

So, depending on context, the transmission of Dzogchen can be mind to 

mind, it can be symbolic, or it can be verbal. 

DODJOM LlNGPA AND THE VAlllA ESSENCE 

These instruction s were revealed by themselves, not by human 

beings, as the magical display of primordial consciousness. May I, 

the spiritual mentor of the world, embodying these three lineages, 

being blessed with the inexhaustible ornamental wheels of the three 

secrets of the buddhas and bodhisativas, and holding the permission 

of the Three Roots and the oceanic, oath-bound guardians, bring 

this to perfection. 

What is the source of these teachings? The ultimate source, the ground of 

the teachings, is not some human being. They arise spontaneously from 

the dhannata- the teacher is the Buddha. At this point we must take care, 

because the presentations and commen taries of teachings such as these are 

made by human teachers. They are not infallible. No matter how high the 

realization of the teacher, our task as students is not sim ply to absorb the 

words of the teaching and then apply them unquestioningly like soldiers 

acting under orders. In Buddhism we often encounter the metaphor of the 

empty vessel that is appropriate to be filled by the teachings, and we may 

come to believe chat all the wisdom is coming from the teacher's side and 

that we as students must absorb it uncritically. 

Thollgh the teacher should not blindly be viewed as literally infallible, 

nevertheless evel)' word is there to arouse our intelligence, to awaken ou r 

heart, to draw forth our buddha nature. As His Holiness the Dalai Lama has 

so often commented vis-a-vis the Buddhadhanna as a whole, one of the 

core elements of spiritual maturation, which is absolutely antihmdamen· 
talist, is developing our own discerning wisdom, our own discerning intel

ligence. If we ignore such adv ice, we run the risk of being unabl e to 
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detennine which meanings are definitive and which are interpretive . That 

can lead us, for instance, to accentuate ultimate reality while completely 

ignoring conventional reality. We are warned by Padmasambhava and by 

all of the realized teachers that this is a big mistake . There are two truths 

for a buddha- the ultimate and the conventional. Neither one stifles the 

other. They are of one taste. 

"May I, the spiri tual men tor of the world . .. " Here the author, Dudjom 

Lingpa, is using the true referent of the word I,. he is not referring to some 

nineteen th -century TIbetan. He knows that he is a vidyadhara. He says so 

with no pretense, no arrogance,. he is just giving us the truth. He tells us he 

embodies the three aforementioned lineages and that he is "blessed with the 

inexhaustible ornamental wheels of the three secrets of the buddhas and 

bodhisattvas." "Ornamental wheels" is a quite literal translation. Gyatrul 

Rinpoche comments: "The attributes of the budd has and bodhisattvas are 

inexhaustible ornaments of reality, which continue on forever like ever

revolving wheels. Hence they are called inrxhaustible ornamrntal wbuls." The 

thru secrtfs are the three mysteries-body, speech, and mind. Each contains 

an element of mystery. What is the true nature of the body of a buddha, the 

speech of a buddha, the mind of a buddha~ That's very deep. The Th ree 

Roots are the lama (or spiritual mentor), your yidam (or personal deity

Tara , Padmasambhava, Manjushri, or whomever it may be), and the dakini 
(the enlightened femin ine principle). 

Dudjom Ungpa tells us he has been fully authorized to reveal , to mani

fes t this text. He has been blessed by the qualities of the Buddha. He holds 

the pennission of the Three Roots and the "oceanic, oath-bound guardians." 

By the blessings of all of these , "May I ... bring this [Q perfection ." He 

doesn't say "compose," but rather he will bring it to perfection, manifest it 

perfectly. And he does this with the permission of the Three Roots- lama, 

yidam, and dakini-and the oceanic, oath-bound guardians. T hese are the 

dhatll1apalas, the Dharma protectors who have sworn an oath to guard and 

preserve the Dhanna. Therefore, Dudjom Lingpa has a grea t deal of sup

port for manifesting this text, support that fonns part of his commitment to 

offer it: May I bring this to perfection; may I reveal it perfectly. 
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The primordial, originally pure nature of existence, ...... hich is great, 

intellect-transcending, ultimate reality, free of conceptual elabora

tion, is obscured by conceiving of a self and grasping at duality. 

Because of this, individuals are bound by clinging to the true exis

tence of the three delusive realms of samsara_ J Still, there are those 

...... ho have accumulated vast merit over many eons and ...... ho have the 

power of pure aspirations. Therefore, for the sake of those ...... ith the 

fortune to master ultimate reality, the treasury of space-by awak· 

ening the karmic force of engaging in the action of nonaction in 

great, self'originating, primordial consciousness-I shall present this 

fundamental king of tantras, spontaneously arisen from the nature 

of existence of the sugatagarbha_ 

"Primordial" is a technical term closely associated with the quality of being 

Moriginally pure" (kadag ). Ka, being the firs t syllable of the l1betan alphabet , 

im plies Mprimordial," "original ," and dag means Mpure.~ However, Gyatrul 

Rinpoche explains; ka refers to the beginning of time and dag means "pure" 

in the sense of transcending-in other words, "timeless." So, although "orig

inally pure" is a very common translation for kada9 , the term also carries the 

con notation of transcending time, of being beyo nd past , present , and 

future . 

Seeking to enrich each statement, this text commonly compou nds adjec

tive upon adjective as in "great intellect -transcending" (beyond conceptual 

grasp), "ultimate reality," (dhama/Il ), and "free of conceptual elaboration ." 

COffCtPhllli tlnboralioll is the entire matrix of "this and that ,H MUp and down"

all of our mental contexts and designa tions. 

Thus, this originally pure nature of existence, this ultimate reality that is 

free of conceptualiza tion , is obscured by the concept of self, the notion "I 

am," and by grasping at duality. If "I am," then "you are," and all that other 

stu ff out there "is." Assuming that view, I respond to what's happening to me 

as if all these phenomena were absolutely real. 

We have been given an elega nt and very loaded sentence. At this point 

we could say, "O K, we're fi nished. That sums up everything.H A student 

who understands the full meaning of this sentence could just go home and 
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practice. But Ids probe a little more deeply. Is this sentence no more than 

an elaborate way of saying that the nature of reality is obscured by thought? 

You could say that , but that would be only partially correct. Remember 

that in the practice of tantra and of Dzogchen , all thoughts are regarded as 

emanations of dharmakaya. Therefore, in those practices, simply putting an 

end to thoughts would not be appropriate. 

Let us focus on something more subtle: grasping at thoughts. Here we 

must use language very carefully because the practice to which we are being 

introduced is neither elaborate nor complicated; it is very simple. There

fore, the few concepts we use to describe it must be applied with great pre

cision. Otherwise our terms will be confused and all understanding will be 

lost. What does it mean to grasp at a thought? What is the nature of grasp 

ing? The 5anskritgraha means "to hold on to," "to grasp." It's exactly that. 

When you say, "Have you grasped what I was trying to tell you?" this means 

"Have you understood?" but it also means, have you got a "hold" on it, did 

you "get" it? And as soon as you have done so, grasping is involved. 

We ca n view a phenomenon such as grasping in gradations from coarse 

to subtle. The coarsest level of grasping , which blatantly o bscures the 

nature of reality, would be to say something like, "How dare you say that 

to me! Don't you know who I ami' In such a case I, the speaker, am holding 

on to my great big, thick, robust ego, and since you've infringed upon it, 1 

am reacting aggressively. We can grasp on to possessions as well as personal 

identity, as in: ''This cup isn't mine. Why did you bring me this when my cup 

is in my room?" But grasping needn't be that coarse. When you are asked , 

'What am I holding in my hand?" and answer, "a cup," you have just grasped 

on to "cup-ness ." You have identified an object within the context of a con

ceptual framework-a word, a sign. So the mind that latches on to a sign

here an image commonly designated as a "cup"--d.ocs so through grasping. 

Although you are merely identifying ''That's a cup," this is also a form of 

grasping. It may not be the kind of grasping that will lead to endless mis

ery, but it is a subtle form of grasping. 

Ultimate reality, then, is obscured by the concept of self. It is not the 

concept alone that is obscuring ultimate real ity. Rather it is the frijicatiol! , the 

grasping on to the concept, that creates the obscuration. The Tibetan term 
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for reificat ion (dmdzill ) means grasping on to inherent existence, grasping 

on to true existence . You decontextualize , you grasp something as existing 

independently, by its own nature. One example is to believe that there 

really is an inherently existing person-you or me or anyone- that could 

be praised or insulted. Moreover, anything believed to exist by itself is a 

product of reificati on This reification is the root of samsara, the cycle of 

existence. On the other hand , graspi ng is a broader tenn. When I hold up 

a cup and ask , HWhat is this'~ your answer that it is a cup doesn't necessar

ily mean you are grasping on to it as truly existent. It is still graspi ng in that 

you are holding on to the concept of "cup-ness," but by designating it as a 

cup you are not necessarily reifying it by grasping on to it as inherently real. 

It is possible to use language without being trapped by it, although gener

ally we are unable to avoid it. To sum up, grasping can be more or less sub

tle, and one fonn of grasping is reifica tion, the graspi ng on to inherent 

existence. 

In the proper context grasping can be very useful. Madhyamaka insight 

practices can employ grasping to deliver you from grasping. Subtle grasp

ing is also used in the tantric stage of generati on, which is saturated by 

grasping. There, visualizing your environment as a pure land and imagin

ing yourself as a deity, you develop some understanding that your nonnal 

sense of identity is only a construct, that it is conceptually designated. In 

those practices you are removi ng that co nstruct and substituting another 

identity, one that is much closer to reality than your o rdinary one . Seeing 

all of your thoughts as expressions of dharmaltaya , all sounds as sambhogaltaya , 

and alI appearances as Ilirmallakaya is grasping. You are seeing them as some· 

thing, overlaying an interpretation upon them. However, in Vajrayana 

Buddhism that is very useful grasping. 

Bear in mind, though, that from a Buddh ist perspective you do not con

sciously, deliberately use grasping on to true existence-reification-as part 

of the path. In Vajrayana particularly you aVOid thai . W hen you are gener

ating divi ne pride or pure vision and so forth , you do not think , "I'm really 

a buddha," o r "this is really Padm asambhava," and grasp on to the vision as 

having inherent existence. The whole point of Vajrayana is to simul tane· 

ously maintain the awareness of the emptiness of self, o ther, the environ· 
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ment, and so forth, together with the divine pride and pure vision. All of that 

is held in a delicate balance. In the same breath you generate the deity, the 

divine pride, and pure vision , knowing that all of it is apparitionaL There

fore grasping is a tool to be used on the path but reification is not. Grasp

ing also has its uses in Dzogchen. In most cases we cannot simply go directly 

to utter simplicity; we need teachings and methods to help us arrive there. 

Because of this reification of the concept of self, grasping on to duality, 

"individuals are bound by clinging to the true existence"-a tenn that means 

existing by its own nature , independent of conceptual designation- "of the 

three delusive realms of samsara." "Delusive" is a good translatio n of the 

Tibetan tru/pa. Phenomena, appearances, are not deluded; it is we sentient 

beings who are deluded about them. For instance, the color of a person's 

hair is not deluded, but it invites the delusion of sentient beings. Why? 

Because it appears to us to be truly existent from its own side- some phe

nomenon way over there that exists independently of my perception of it 

over here. It appears that I am merely a passive witness of truly existing 

phenomena , and in that way appearances are delusive or misleading. This 

delusion binds us to samsara. 

In a striking metaphor, one of the most powerful I have seen in all of 

Buddhism, Tsongkhapa refers to existence in samsara as being in an iron 

cage, shackled, blind, in a river-a torrent, actually- in the pitch black of 

night. Can you imagine how terrifying that would be? On a starless night, 

in an iron cage, being tumbled down a river. Sheer panici If you were on 

the shore with a flashlight and saw someone in this situation , how could 

you respond with anything other than a massive, spontaneous outflow of 

compassion-"How can I help you?" Here Tsongkhapa is using the 

metaphor of the tumbling cage to say, "That's how it is, folks- that's what 

it's like to be in samsara." 

Although we are bound and caged , "still , there are those who have accu 

mulated vast merit over many eons and who have the power of pure aspi 

rations. Therefore, for the sake of those with the fortune ," who have the 

merit "to mas ter," to come to know, "ultimate reality, the treasury of 

space- by awakening the kannic force of engaging in the action of non 

action in great, self-originating, primordial consciousness- J shall present 
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this fundamental king of tantras, spontaneously arisen from the nature of 

existence of the sugatagarbha." 

Up to this point Dlidjom Lingpa has written the homage and promised 

to manifest the text. Now he describes those for whom this text is intended. 

While the great majority of sen tient beings are completely caught up in and 

bound to the cycle of existence, blindly wandering, there are among these 

myriad beings some who have tremendous merit , who have made pure 

prayers over many lifetimes, and, because it may benefit them, Dlidjom 

Lingpa is manifesting this text for them. These fortunate people have some

thing that might be described as karmic force or karmic momentum. The 

Tibetan term is Illro. Ll is karma; !ro is something left over, a residue. We 

could use the metaphor of a cup of water, filled to overflowing, where some 

of it, someth ing left over, spills over the rim. The term connotes momen

tum in the sense that our dedication to spiritual practice, the karmic 

momentum from past lives, is flowing over. It wasn't exhausted in aUf pre

vious lives, so it is spilling over into this one . 

Parents are aware that their children bring something with them into life 

in terms of personality, behavioral patterns, and so forth. If they arrive with 

a karmic aptitude for the Dharma derived from activities from previous 

lives, how is that to be aroused, activated? After all , such a child might be 

born into an environment where there is nothing that would catalyze that 

aptitude. They could be born into a family that has no interest whatever in 

religion, or in to a deeply religious family whose beliefs are far fro m those 

of Buddhism. There are many possibilities. [ know of people for whom their 

interest in Dharma was only triggered late in life. This is why Tibetan lamas 

are concerned with identifying !ulkus-those who have strong karmic 

momenrum for the Dharma from previous lives when they were lamas. It is 
best to catalyze them as soon as possible, rather than running the risk of 

their exhausting their positive karmic propensities in the torrent of cyclic 

existence. In the case of D(idjom Lingpa , his IlIro , his karmic spillover, was 

watched over by dakinis for the first three years of his life. 

"For the sake of those with the fortune ," this text is designed to awaken, 

to arouse thi s "karmic force ." [n this sentence we encounter a wonderful 

paradox, "the action of nonaction." And this nonaction occurs "in great, 
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self-originating," self-mani festing, "primordial consciousness." For those 

who have the fonune to follow this path, this text is intended to arouse 

their kannic propensities to engage in Dzogchen, in nonaction . What 

specifically is nonaction ~ What is not active~ Does this mean thai buddha

hood or enli gh tenment is completel y stagnant , statiO Of course not. What 

a farce it would be to declare, "I will become enlightened for the sake of all 

sentient beings,N and then do nothing al all. 

When you rest in rigpa, you are nonactive. Even with positive intentions 

such as ''I'm going to do some good for the world; I'm goi ng to help," there 

is often the subtext of "I'm gon na, I'm gonna,8 which is doing---ego-driven 

activity. In rigpa, however, your ego--your reified sense of "1 am8-doesn't 

get to do anything. When resting in rigpa you free up space for another 

mode of activity to manifest, one that docs not arise from the narrow con

fines of an ego that thinks, "I want this; I don't want that.8 Rather, it derives 

from the natural effulgence of ultimate bodhichitta-the effortless, spon

taneous, in-the -moment, self-originating expression of dhannakaya . For 

that to come to the fore we must silence the ego with nonac tion . Otherwise 

the ego is going to take credit for everything. 

In presenting "this fundamental king of tantras, spontaneously arisen," 

Diidjom Lingpa is saying that this is not something he conjured up; this is 

no treatise that he conceived of and wrote down. Rather, it arose spon ta 

neously from "the nature of existence of the sugatagarbha ." Here we 

encounter another technical tenn . Sugata is an epithet of the Buddha, like 

Tatbagata. 5u is "good,H "well ,H and gala is Ngone,H making "well_gone .8 5ug

ala, "the one who is well -gone to genuine happiness," is followed by garbba, 

which in Sanskrit has the con notation of "womb,8 or as the TIbetans trans

late it, Hessence." The sugatagarbba is the womb from which all the sugata .. 

have arisen , which is none other than ri gpa, our buddha nature. 

Here is how this tantra originated: On the evening of the fifteenth 

day of the first month of the male water-dog year, by the power of 

the profound, swift path of the direct crossing-over, the vision of 

the direct perception of ultimate reality arose. Because I had prac

ticed the path of skillful means of the stage of generation a liitle, I 
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reached the ground of a matured vidyadhara. Through that power, 

a ll appearances and mental states dissolved into origi nally pure, 

ultimate reality, the space of awareness free of conceptual e labo· 

ration. Then the very face of the dharmakaya manifested. 

This tantra, the Vajra Essrna, appeared to Dlidjom Ungpa in 1862, in Feb· 

ruary or March of our calendar, on the day of the full moon , "by the power 

of the profound, swift path of the direct crossing-over.n "Crossing.over" is 

the English translation of fogal , the second major phase of Dzogchen prac · 

tice . It is quite visionary-involving a lot of imagery-and it arises spon

taneously from rigpa . 

His next phrase, "the vision of the direct perception of ultimate reality 

arose," is pregnant with meaning. The togal stage of Dzogchen practice 

has four major phases of realization, each with a host of correla ted experi 

ences and transformations. Whereas in advanced samadhi practices you 

engage in specific techniques to develop particu lar siddhis, or paranormal 

abi lities, in the practice of togal those same siddhis emerge spon taneously. 

They are exactly the same abilit ies-walking on water, fl ying through the 

air, and so forth--on ly in togal they emerge directly from rigpa , like cream 

riSing from milk. Here is a hint as to how powerful these can be: The final , 

culminating phase of realization in toga l is the extinction of all phrnomrna in to 

ultimatr frality . In that experience the universe dissolves into the absolute 

space of phenomena. The first phase of togal is called the dirtc! perctption of 

ultimate frality . Dudjom Ungpa had this rea li zation when he was twenty

seven years old. 

His next line, "Because I had practiced the path of skillful means of the 

stage of generation a little,~ is beautifully understated. This is in reference 

to the stage of generation and the stage of completion, the two main facets 

of highest·yoga Vajrayana practice. It seems like a very casual statement, yet 

it is anything bu t that. Here he hints at something that becomes explicit 

later in the text: On the Dzogchen path it is not necessary for all individ· 

uals to practice the stage of generation to full attainment, nor, having that 

as a basis, to fully develop in linear fashion the stage of completion, can· 
tinue on to the first stage of Dzogchen (Irei/cho ), and after perfecting that, 
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accomplish toga!. That would be fo llowing a developmental model-very 

linear and sequential. 

Tsongkhapa is magnificent in laying out this royal sequence of practices. 

Lamrim (Tibetan for "stages of the path"), using a gradual approach , is the 

quintessential developmental model and a perfect complement to the Vajra 

E55 t'11C(, which strongly emphasizes a discovery approach. Dzogchen , fol~ 

lowing the discovery model , is not so linear. There ar( phases, but it's very 

clear that if your passion, your calling, is Dzogchen , then some of these 

sequential , developmental practices may be used essentially to "prime the 

pump." They are an aid to facilitate the practice. In Dzogchen , drawing 

from the whole array of tantric practices-stage of generation, deity prac

tices, and so forth-may be very helpful, but you needn't necessarily follow 

each of them to their culmination. 

Dudjom Lingpa refers to this when he says he "practiced the path of 

skillful means"- the upaya side as opposed to the prajiia side , that is, skill

ful means as opposed to wisdom. He achieved a direct perception of ulti

mate reality because he practiced the path of skillful means of the stage of 

generation , "a little," which means "enough," and thereby, having achieved 

the vision of the direct perception of ultimate reality, he "reached the 

ground of a matured vidyadhara." This is the first of four levels of vidya

dharas, the final three being a vidyadhara with mastery over life, a Maha

mudra vidyadhara , and a spontaneously actualized viclyadhara. 

He tells us more of his experience: ''Through that power, all appearances 

and mental states dissolved into originally pure, ultimate reality, the space 

of awareness free of conceptual elaboration"-in other words, they dis

solved into emptiness. Then, being a Vajrayana practitioner, a Dzogchen 

adept, he not only realized emptiness, but in that open spaciousness, "the 

very face of the dharmakaya manifested" He ascertained buddha nature. 

There is more to the experience of buddha nature than the realization of 

emptiness. The realization of emptiness prepares the way to recognize your 

own face , your own nature, as the dharmakaya . 

After some time, the following spontaneous appearances arose in 

the form of a buddhafield: 
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On t hat very occasion of self-o riginating, originally pure, great 

bliss, my envi ronment nat urally arose as t he actual Akanishta. 

Before we go into this extraordinary vision, let's examine the mind to which 

such appearances might arise in order to be clear about its nature. We can 

establish a three-dimensional model of the mind, First there is the psyche, 

typified by dualistic thinking, imagination, personal history, and so forth

the subject matter of psychology. T he psyche is also called the ordinary 

mind, and , in Sanskrit, cbitta. The psyche emerges from what Sogya l Rin

poche calls the "ground of the ordinary mind." 

The Sanskrit term for th is second layer, this ground of the ordinary 

mind, is alayavijiiana, which is translated as the "substrate consciousness." 

(This corresponds closely to the Theravada Buddhist term bhavanga, or 

"ground of becoming.") That ground, from which your individual psyche 

emerges, is not the brain. The substrate consciousness carries over from 

lifetime to lifetime, so its existence doesn't depend on the brain you have 

in this or any other lifetime. Your individual psyche will be finished once 

you have died . But it will have left imprints in your substrate co nscious

ness. It is there that your karma , your talents, you r proclivities, and so 

forth are stored , much as infonnation is stored in electromagnetic fields 

when sending emai ls from one compute r to ano ther using wireless inter

ne!. So the substrate consciousness is deeper than the psyche, but it is still 

not buddha nature, which is the third and most profound level in our 

three-tiered model. 

We tap into the substrate consciousness at times quite naturally, with

out effort , without our having to be a great yogi . This happens, for 

instance, in dreamless sleep, which usually occurs several times every 

twenty-four hours. [n the dreamless state of deep sleep , mental activities 

become dormant and we slip into the substrate consciousness. Because our 

awareness is dull rather than luminous, we don't receive much benefit 

except for a good night's sleep. We also experience the substrate con

sciousness at the time of death . We need to be clear here-thiS is not the 

"clear light of death." The ground of the o rdinary mind, the substrate con

sciousness, is not "ground awareness"-synonymous with buddha nature, 
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rigpa, and dharmakaya. The grou nd of the ordinary mind is individual, con

ditioned, and linear within time-it is within the causal nexus. 

In the dying process the senses shut down one by one. They retrac!. The 

tentacles of awareness withdraw from the five physical senses back into 

mental awareness, where you still have imagination , thoughts, feelings , and 

so forth . And then , as you are withdrawing, the derivative mental processes 

of feeling, discernment, memory, imagination, recognition , and so on are 

also withdrawn. The dying person experiences images of light-white light 

and red light-so some mental imagery arises, and then that too goes. After 

that you literally lose your mind when you experience the "black near

attainment,~ which is a kind of blackout. This is an experience similar to 

going under general aneslhesia. Here the mind hasn't become completely 

extinguished, simply disappearing into nothing. Rather, the coarse mind 

has become utterly dormant by dissolving into the ground of ordinary 

mind, leaving no vestiges of imagery, personal history, or ego. 

Most people, when they enter that phase of the dying process, simply 

black out-they have no recognition of anything. Next, they emerge from 

that blackout directly into the clear light of death, which ;s the primordial 

ground underlying the ground of the ordinary mind . Everyone has that. 

Then , once the clear light of death passes, it's over-"you~ are gone-and 

the body begins to decompose. 

Comparing the two---the ordinary ground of the mind (aiayavijiitwa ) 

and the clear light of death (rigpa , dharmalwya )-I would characterize the 

former as a relative vacuum state of consciousness and the latter as the 

absolute vacuum state of consciousness. They are not the same; they are 

Qualita tively different, and they need to be distinguished. How do you 

achieve the fonner apart from falling into deep sleep or dying~ How do 

you deliberately gain access to the ground of the ordinary mind? By way 

of meditative quiescence-shamatha. That is what shamatha is good for. 

The substrate consciousness, a relative vacuum state of conSCiousness, 

is implicitly structured by concepts but has enormous potential. That 

potential-in tenns of creativity-iS revealed in deep hypnosis, which is 

another situation where you are very close to the ground state of the ordinary 
mind. We know that hypnosis can be used to break strong habits such as 
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smoking. FurthemlOre a person can be convinced that an onion tastes like an 

apple, orcan be made to believe that he or she is some kind of animal. (I recall 

seeing a demonstration on television where a man was convinced he was a 

kangaroo and hopped around the stage with a contented smile on his face. ) 

In such circumstances the mind is unusually flexible because it is in a mode 

of great potentiality as opposed to its norma! state of manifestation . 

In like manner, if you wish to develop mundane siddhis-paranormal 

abilities, extrasensory perception-shamatha is the basis to bring forth , 

to manifest, that potential. Attaining such abilities can be extremely ben

eficial , as the great eleventh-century Indian mahasiddha Atisha made clear, 

saying, "The merit gained in a single day by someone with extrasensory 

perception cannot be gained even in a hundred lifetimes by someone with

out extrasensory perception.'" In the same commentary he said that by 

achieving shamatha you can attain extrasensory perception. Therefore, if 

you want to tap into the full potential of your individual mindstream, train 

in shama tha . Of course you might see a danger there. Someone with just 

enough of an ethical constitution to achieve shamatha could develop 

shamatha and nothing else, thus tapping into something very deep and 

very powerful. Is it possible that this person might become a narcissistic, 

megalomaniac, "siddhi -worker," impressing people with paranormal abili

ties, exhibiting a gargantuan , pseudo·divine pride, based on the belief "I 

am number one"? Might this person delve into black magic and engage in 

evil activities? Fortunately, there's a catch. 

In fact , you cannOl develop or maintain shamatha with a malicious moti

vation. To achieve shamatha you must overcome the five types of obscura

tions, one of which is ill will , enmity, or malice. You cannot carry that 

baggage in to shamatha , because it's just antithetical to the practice. Such 

obscurations have to go, because the full achievement of shamatha is, by 

definition , a sublime state that brings with it exceptional mental balance. It 

is the epitome of mental health. 

Bearing in mind that your mental afflictions have not been pennanently 

eliminated by shamatha, what would happen if, having achieved shamatha, 

you fell prey to an affliction such as jealousy? As soon as that comes up, 

your samadhi diminishes. This is built into the nature of the mind-you 
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cannot have malice and the wish to apply shamatha-derived siddh is, 

thereby using Ihem in an evil manner. 

The great historical example is that of Devadatta, the Buddha's cousin. 

Devadatta had achieved not merely shamatha, which is access to the first 

dhyana; he had displayed siddhis arising from having achieved all four 

dhyanas.' He did not have deep insight into vipashyana, however, which 

irreversibly purifies the mind of all its afflictions, such as craving, hostility, and 

delusion. Jealous of the Buddha's royal patrons, Devadatta decided to impress 

the king by using his siddhis to catch the king's attention . He succeeded, but 

the Buddha had a far greater following, and Devadatta couldn't bear that. So 

he plotted with the equally jealous prince-this king's son. The prince would 

kill his father, and Devadatta would do away with Buddha, and then Deva· 

datta would become head of the Sangha (the Buddhist congregation), and the 

prince would become the king, and they would work together. As soon as 

Devadatta got on that track, however, his siddhis vanished. 

I mention this in order to demonstrate that there is enormous creativity, 

enonnous potential, in the ground of the ordinal)' mind , the substrate con· 

sciousness. There is infinitely more potential if you arrive at this ground and 

on that basis practice vipashyana, the stage of generation, the breakthrough 

(trtgcho ), and the direct crossing· over (logll1). The creative potential there is 

simply limitless, and that is what is being described here. Rather than a 

hypnotic state, a dream, or even a lucid dream manifesting from the ground 

of the ordinary mind, this Uground of a matured vidyadhara" is tapping into 

the deepest ground state. What then specifically manifested from DOdjom 

lingpa's dwelling in the rigpa of a vidyadhara) 

There are many pure lands with their related deities-Tara, Avalo· 

kiteshvara, and so forth . Akanishta is the pure realm, the buddhafield asso· 

ciated with Samantabhadra, the Primordial Buddha. Furthermore, it is the 

pure land in which all beings finally achieve buddha hood. Whether your 

ordinary body is located in Bodhgaya or in Hollywood, this buddha field is 

where you have your final meditation before achieving enlightenment. 

From the first ·person perspective you are in Akanishta . Here is what it will 

look like, as far as words can portray it to people who are not en lightened. 

Visuali ze it. Use your imagination. 
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THE VISION OF DODJOM LlNGPA 

This magically displayed buddhafield was vast and spacious. and its 

surface was smooth. level. and pliant to the touch. Grassy mountains 

of medicinal herbs were fragrant with mists of pleasing aromas. The 

whole ground was completely covered with various radiant, lumi

nous, clear, sparkling, shimmering, lovely flowers in shades of white, 

yellow, red, green, blue, and variegated hues. In the four directions 

were four oceans of ambrosia imbued with eight excellent qualities. 

On the shores of those great oceans were pebbles of jewels, sands 

of gold, turquoise meadows, and overarching halos of rainbows. 

There are eight qualities of ambroSia, which are the eight qualities of excel· 

lent water. As fa r as words can capture it, the eight qualities of pure water, 

or ambrOSia, are: cool, sweet, light, soft, clea r, soothing, pleasant, and 

wholesome. With pure vision, in contrast to our ordinary view, pure water 

and even ordinary water is ambrosia. The relativity of the qualities of water 

is reflected in the classic explanation that a glass of water seen by a hungry 

ghost appears as pus, to a human being as ordinary water, and by a god it 

is seen as ambrosia . 

Forests of wish-fulfilling trees flourished in the four cardinal direc

tions, billowing forth clouds of sensory offerings. Various types of 

beautiful, apparitional birds voiced the sounds of Dharma with gen

tle, soothing calls. Various lovely, emanated animals frolicked about 

and appeared to be contentedly listening to the Dharma. The whole 

sky was covered with checkered patterns of laUices of rainbow light. 

E:verywhere the sky was filled with singing and dancing viras and 

virahs, while many goddesses made sensory offerings and expressed 

their devotion. 

Vira s are male and virab5 are female . The etymology is "heroiC," or "hero," 

so the Sanskrit hen= refers to male and female heroic beings. Gyatrul Rin
poche comments that viras are male and vi rahs are female bodhisanvas, 
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manifesting in the world in order to be of service to other beings. They 

have the courage to encounter, confront, and overwhelm mental afflictions. 

In the center of this region, in a great, delightful garden, resting 

against a tree covered with foliage and flowers, a vast and lofty jew

eled throne was supported by eight lions, The branches of the tree 

were draped with various silk hangings, jeweled lattices and half

lattices, and many tinkling miniature bells ringing with the natural 

sounds of the holy Dharma. 

Upon this lion-supported throne was a seat composed of a lotus, 

sun, and moon, upon which sat the true Teacher, Samantabhadra, 

the Lake-Born Vajra, appearing naturally with the radiance of the 

ground of reality. !-lis body was indigo in color, bearing the features 

of an eight-year-old youth. His right hand was in the mudra of 

expounding the Dharma, and his left hand was in the mudra of med

itative equipoise. He was adorned with the signs and symbols of 

enlightenment and all the apparel of the sambhogakaya. Within the 

realm of his oceanic, radiant, transparent body, all the peaceful and 

wrathful buddhas and myriads of buddhafields and emanations nat

urally appeared, like planets and stars reflected brightly in a lake. 

Innumerable rays of blazing light emanated from him, and from their 

tips appeared various symbolic letters. 

"The Lake-Born Vajra" refers to Samantabhadra emanating as Padmasam 

bhava. "The radiance of the ground of reality" is the luminosity of buddha 

nature itself. ''The signs and symbols of enlightenment" are the thirty-two 

major signs and the eighty minor symbols on the body that are character

istic of a fully enlightened being. This is a pure vision that is accessible 

only to arya-bodhisattvas, meaning that the person experiencing this is a 

vidyadhara and has had the direct perception of ultimate reality. T hese 

beings have direct access to the sambhogakaya. Here the universe with its 

multiple buddhafields and buddhas-vast , ocean-like emanations-is secn 

within the body of the true Teacher. Having set the scene, Diidjom lingpa 

now describes the assembly: 
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Gathered around the Teacher. a magically displayed retinue of 

84.000 disciples was assembled , including Bodhisattva Vajra of 

Awareness. Bodhisattva Faculty of Wisdom. Bodhisattva Vajra of Pri

mordial Consciousness, Bodhisattva Boundless Great ~mptiness, 

Bodhisattva Faculty of Pervasive luminosity. Bodhisattva Sponta

neous Display. Bodhisattva lord of ~xternal Appearances, Bodhi

sattva Faculty of Vision. Bodhisattva Faculty of ~earing. Bodhisattva 

Faculty of Smell, Bodhisattva Faculty of Taste, Bodhisattva Faculty 

of Touch, and more_ They were all looking at the Teacher while sit

ting silently, bowed in reverence_ The Teacher was also silent as he 

gazed into the expanse of the sky. At that moment, the natural sound 

of ultimate reality emerged from the absolute domain of pristine 

space: 

Ah! 

The whole of samsara and nirvana is groundless and rootless. 

The Vajra Queen is great space. 

The great emptiness of space is the Great Mother. 

All phenomena are apparitions 

of ultimate reality and the one nature of existence. 

f:verything arises from the unborn. 

The emerging apparitions cease. 

Causes and conditions are extinguished right where they are. 

Thus, in ultimate reality, the Teacher and the teaching, 

the path and its fruition. are devoid of signs and words. 

The many avenues of skillful means and wisdom 

appear as a great natural occurrence and natural arising. 

The space of nonobjectivity and great openness 

is limpid. clear. and free of contamination. 

All displays of the buddhafield. Teacher. and retinue 

are nonexistent. but from nonexistence they appear as existent. 

How we praise this with great wonder! 
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The magically displayed retinue is gat hered around the Teacher, Samanta

bhadra . Ab is the symbol of emptiness. Therefore, ~groundless and root

less," the whole of samsara and nirvana is apparitional ; it is not grounded in 

anything inherently existing. It can be compared to a rainbow or a magical 

display- there is noth ing really there. The whole of samsara and nirvana 

is not really anywhere . "All displays of the buddha Field, Teacher, and ret

inue are nonexistent" in the se nse of being "not inherently existent." 

TE.ACHE.R AND ASSEMBLY IN DIALOGUE 

As soon as this sound arose, the entire assembled retinue spoke 

with one voice to the Bhagavan. "0 Teacher. Bhagavan. Omnipresent 

Lord. and Immutable Sovereign. please listen to us and consider our 

words! Please. Teacher. explain why this entire buddhafield is here. 

with Teacher and assembled disciples. and tell us how this arose." 

Bha9tllJan is a Sanskrit epi thet of the Buddha. The term suggests "Lord ," 

denoting someone with supreme qualities of freedom from obscurations, 

perfection of vi rtues, and transcendence from samsara. 

The Teacher replied, "0 apparitional disciples who have magically 

appeared and gathered here. listen: You ask why these magical dis

plays of primordial consciousness-the buddhafield, Teacher, and 

disciples-have arisen. They are for the sake of revealing an entrance 

to the nonconceptual primordial consciousness of the mind of all 

the sugalas of the three times, who manifest in accordance with the 

faculties of all the beings wandering in the three realms of sam sara. 

By the greal power of wisdom and primordial consciousness, the 

nalural emergence of the actual Akanishta as a buddhafield is 

revealed in the greal vision of ultimate reality. As for myself. the 

Teacher is the primordial ground. which naturally appears to itself 

from the innate radiance of the sugatagarbha. The natural radiance 

of empty awareness. free of conceptual elaboration. appears as 

Bodhisattva Vajra of Awareness. The natural radiance of the wisdom 
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of identitylessness appears as Bodhisattva Faculty of Wisdom. The 

natural radiance of the eight kinds of consciousness, together with 

the mental factors, appears as the assembled retinue." 

This visionary experience- the manifestation of the buddhafie1d Akanishta

is a means to reveal ultimate reality, which is beyond all ordinary physical 

form. Bodhisattva Vajra of Awareness, one of the individuals in the retinue, 

is an expression of the natural radiance of empty awareness taking on sym

bolically an archetypal form as a person. We will hear from him later. Bodhi 

sattva Faculty of Wisdom is another character in the extensive assembly who 

will pose questions to the Buddha , the Teacher, Samantabhadra. 

What are the "eight kinds of consciousness" mentioned in the last line? 

More often we hear of the six kinds of consciousness-the five sensory 

modes of consciousness plus mental consciousness. In Dzogchen two more 

are added to this list. The seventh, called aifljctjv~cog/ljljon , is the mind's nat

ural potency of the darkness of ignorance and delusion. Within the context 

of Dzogchen this mode-grasping on to I am and then grasping on to aver

sion , craving, and so forth- is considered so important that it has its own 

category. The eighth, which we visited earlier, is the substrate conscious

ness: the ground out of which the psyche and all of the ordinary manifes

tations of the mind emerge and into which they dissolve. 

The natural radiance of the eight kinds of consciousness, together with 

mental factors , appears as the "assembled retinue." This is reminiscent of 

a term from modern sociology; the society of mind. 6 This retinue is a 

truly noble society of mind. Here we find all the 84,000 components of 

the mind (according to the classic Buddhist formulat ion) manifesting as 

bodhisattvas, each having its own voice , its own perspective, and all of 

this is taking place in the dharmakaya realm , with Samantabhadra, a.k.a . 

Padmasambhava, presiding These bodhisattvas, these sublimated mani

festations of your ordinary mind, then pose questions to your own buddha 

nature, "Oh Teacher, Bhagavan, please explain thiS ," sometimes debating , 

sometimes probing , at other times disagreeing. The ordinary mind is 

wrestling with buddha nature! This drama arises spontaneously from the 

dharmakaya. 
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'The natural radiance of the eight kinds of consciousness, together with 

the mental processes, appears as the assembled retinue.~ This line concludes 

what are called the preparatory sections of the text , which are, classically; 

homage, the commitment to compose or reveal the text, and a designation 

of the disciples or students for whom the text is intended. Also, since this 

is a mind terma, O{idjom Lingpa has described [he manner in which it 

emerged. This, as we have seen, is unlike the majority of cases where some

one requests a text and the author writes it. 
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W I SDO M 

T
he scene has now been set for the main body of the Vujra Emnct. The 

first section concerns the questions raised by the bodhisattva Faculty 

of Wisdom. As thei r names suggest, the bodhisattvas who engage 

with Samantabhadra in this text are embodiments of the different mental 

factors and capacities of the human mind. 

Then Bodhisattva Faculty of Wisdom rose from his seat and asked 

the Bhagavan, "0 Teacher. Bhagavan, you appear as the natural radi

ance of the sugatagarbha. I, Faculty of Wisdom, appear as the natu

ral radiance of wisdom. Vajra of Awareness appears as the natural 

radiance of awareness. The assembly of male and female bodhi· 

sattvas appears as the eight kinds of consciousness, together with 

the mental factors. But if this is so. we should appear in that way to 

all the beings of the three realms. Therefore, why do they carry on 

in the midst of the delusive appearances of joys, sorrows, friends, 

and enemies in the three realms of existence, where miseries occur 

and pure appearances do not? Teacher, please explain!" 

Sllgahlgarbha-in a manner of speaking, the "womb of all the buddhas~-is 

something utterly central, primordial , and cosmic. The teacher Samanta· 

bhadra arises as the natural radiance of the sllgatagarbha, whereas Faculty of 

Wisdom recognizes himself as an emanation , or embodiment, of wisdom. 
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Here a distinction must be made between primordial consciousness (jiilllla ), 

often translated as pdmoraial wisdom , and "'isaom (praj;;a ). The latter is some

thing that is cultivated. You meditate diligently, you practice vipashyana, 

stage of generation, and so forth, and then wisdom is aroused, or generated. 

Wisdom in this context is developmental-you have a little bit now and 

then later you have more. 

In contrast, you never have more or less primordial consciousness, 

because its nature is primordial , making it more like intuition. You don't 

really generate intuition. You can clarify it and you can learn to distinguish 

genuine intuition from conceptual superimpositions, preferences, hopes, 

fears , and expectations-things that can be very easily canna ted with intu

ition. When your true intuition speaks, it speaks clearly, distinctly, like a 

bell , rather than as a cacophony of multiple voices leaving you to wonder 

which one was intuition and wh ich was just mental processes churning 

away out of habitual predilections. 

Vajra of Awareness refers to a primordial , pristine awareness that is 

immutable, adamantine, indestructible, changeless-the nature of a vajra. 

In this context, where there is no accompanying adjective such as ·pris

tine," H pure," or "original," IlWllrttUSS means rigpa. Thus Vajra of Awareness 

appears as the natural radiance of rigpa. 

The enlire assembly of male and female bodhisattvas appears from , or is 

a manifestation of, the eig ht kinds of consciousness (which, as we saw pre

viously, are the five sensory consciousnesses, mental consciousness, afflic

tive consciousness, and the substrate consciousness) Htogether with the 

menta l factors .- There are fifty -one menial factors, or processes that occur 

within an individual's mind, such as feeling, discrimination, and intention. 

Using pure vision , Bodhisattva Faculty of Wisdom sees right through the 

outward display of these different apparitional disciples of the retinue of 

Samantabhadra to what they symbolize. Then he is asking, if this is their 

actual nature , if these bodhisattvas are simply the natural radiance of the 

properties of awareness, shouldn't they appear in that way to all the beings 

of the three rea lms? Why doesn't everyone see them this way? Why do 
beings persist -in the midst of the delusive appearances of joys, sorrows, 

friends , and enemies in the three realms of existence, where miseries occur 
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and pure appearances do not?" If these appearances are "delusive," why don't 

the beings of the three realms see this? What's wrong here? ''Teacher, please 

explain!" 

!-Ie replied, ~O noble one, beings that have slipped into the ethically 

neutral ground do not see pure appearances. Impure, delusive 

mental states and appearances of friends, enemies, joys, and sor

rows are characteristic of ordinary sentient beings. 

The "ethically neutral ground" is a d imension of consciousness that is nei

ther virtuous nor nonvirtuous, and so it is called ~ Ihically neulral. Further

more, because it is the subtle stream of mental consciousness from which 

the psyche emerges, it is called ground. The Tibetan tenn translated as "eth 

ically neutTar (lung rna 1m) refers to something that is neither meritorious nor 

deleterious-something unspecified and neu tra1.1n and of themselves, eth

ically neutral actio ns create virtually no karmic imprints. They won't lead 

to a fortunate rebirth or a miserable rebirth; they take you neit her toward 

en lightenment nor away from it. That is the nature of the a!ayavlj,lana. Thus 

"ethically neutral ground" is another phrase for the alayavljiiana , the ground 

of the ordi nary mind, the substrate consciouSn(.'"SS spoken of earlier. The 

alayav;jiiana, when you seHle into it, is radiantly clea r but is not in itself a 

virtuous state of mind. 

Most beings period ically slip into and out of this ethically neutral 

ground : into the alayavJjiiana-as in the case of deep sleep, the blackout 

period when dying, or when we achieve shamatha- then out, where we can 

do a lot of damage or a lot of good. This is the whole nature of our exis

tence_ Th is is what it means to be "cycling continuously in samsara," 

whether it is from moment to moment or from lifet ime to lifetime. When 

you enter the ethically neutral ground , the ego has become dormant. 

Therefore no virtue is created , nor any vice. You have reached the ground 

of the ordinary mind, but you have not tapped in to the ultimate ground , 

primordial consciousness. 

In contrast, what highly realized beings such as vidyadharas do is to 

slip in and out of the lu min ous, self-knowi ng experience of primordial 
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consciousness . They don't merely tap into the alayal1!jiial1ll, they break 

through all of the reified, preconscious structuring-the karmic residue of 

Ihat elhically neutral ground. They shatter that and enter the vast 

expanse . Vidyadharas periodically ascertain this ground of awareness

the ultimate virtue from which all relative virtues spring-then they man

ifest in the world with pure vision, with divine pride, and then dissolve 

back into primordial consciousness once again . Their practice is simply 

an oscillation between primordial consciousness and pure vision unlil 

they reach buddha hood, at which point they attain a nonabiding state of 

en lightenment , meaning they no longer dwell in the duality of samsara 

and nirvana. 

"Beings that have slipped into the ethically neutral ground" may imagine 

pure appearances, but they don't actually see them. Instead they experi

ence "impure~- meaning tainted by mental afflictions: aversion, craving, 

delUSion, and so fo rth , which invite further delusion , creating a vicious 

cyde-"delusive mental states and appearances of friends , enemies" (whic h 

indicates demarcation; our fellow sentient beings are being categorized) 

and ~joys , and sorrows.~ This is life in samsara: We OSCillate between joys 

and sorrows, encountering friends and enemies, along with numerous other 

beings that mean little to us. 

THE APPEARANCE OF TEACHERS 

"By the great power of wisdom and primordial consciousness, incon

ceivable pure appearances arise here to individuals who have pre

viously sat in the presence of the nonhuman, naturally appearing 

Teacher, the perfect Buddha Orgyen Lake-Born Vajra. These people 

have attained the supreme siddhi after entering the gateway of 

Vajrayana Dharma and applying themselves diligently to its practice. 

I=rom then until the myriad realms of beings are empty, due to the 

power of their pure aspirations, they repeatedly appear as teach

ers for the sake of the world, teaching in accordance with the indi

vidual needs of disciples. 
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T hese inconceivable pure appearances arise by the great power of wisdom , 

that is, pmj lia , which is cultivated, and of primordial c0l15ciousnr5s, which is dis· 

covered, or unveiled. These appeara nces arise 10 individuals who have sat 

in the presence of ulhe non human, naturally appea ring Teacher, the perfect 

Buddha Orgyen lake· Born Vajra. " 

In the Pal i canon, the first recorded teachings of the Buddha Shakya· 

muni , the Buddha actually said, "I'm not human.u To be a buddha, even if 

you entered our world with a human body, is to transcend species. A 

buddha not only transcends spec ies, but also transcends the three realms

the desire, form , and formless realms. An awakened one is no longer cate· 

gorized in any of these ways. Thus the retinue is seated before the 

"nonhuman, narurally appearing, perfect Buddha Orgyen lake-Born Vajra," 

who is a manifestation of Padmasam bhava. This retinue sees with pure 

vision, sees things th e way they really are. 

After having entered into the Vajrayana Dharma and having applied 

themselves diligently, these people have attained the "supreme siddhi ," that 

is, enlightenment. Then, "until the myriad realms of beings are empty" and 

"due to the power of their pure aspi rations," they return as teachers, "teach

ing in accordance with the individual needs,u capacities, dispositions, and 

so forth, of disciples. This is reminiscen t of the prayer with which His Holi

ness the Dalai lama often ends hi s teachings, which is from Shantideva's 

Guidr to the Bodhisatlva Way of Ljr: "For as long as space remains, for as long 

as sentient beings remain, so long shall I remain to alleviate the suffering of 

the world ."7 

"When their previous karmic predispositions stir, they directly see 

the truth of ultimate reality, and they emerge from the realm of 

wisdom. Pure appearances arise for them, but these are neither 

the mind nor mental processes, Rather, these appearances are by 

nature the play of the manifest space of awareness. They are not 

the eight kinds of consciousness, but they are not otherwise, so 

they are called by these names. These appearances arise in numer

ous ways from the nondual Teacher and retinue. Those known as 

bodhisaHvas have gone well beyond mundane existence, even 
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though they have not become budd has; that is why they are so 

known." 

The "previous kannic predispositions" that stir or manifest are those of stu· 

dents who have come under the guidance of these enlightened beings who 

appear in accordance with the students' needs. These students then see "the 

truth of ultimate reality,8 that is, they are elevated, becoming themselves 

vidyadharas, "and they emerge from the realm of wisdom .~ Having been 

drenched, immersed in that realization of emptiness, you emerge as an illu· 

SOl)' being, knowing thai you have never been anything other than an 

expression of dharmakaya, the mind of the Buddha. ~Pure appearances arise 

for them" spontaneously once they have tapped into the ultimate ground 

and seen it in an unmedia ted fashion. The pure appearances that arise for 

those who have been led to the state of a vidyadhara emerge as they engage 

with conventional reality, but these are neither the ordinal)' mind, nor are 

they the ordinal)' mental processes. They are not equivalent to those si nce 

they have now gained access to something far deeper. 

For clarification let's refer to the three·tiered model of Ihe mind pre

sented earlier. The first and most superficial level is the psyche, in which 

thoughts, fantaSies , images, and so forth appear. If you sit quietly and watch 

your mind, the phenomena you observe manifest in your psyche. We access 

the second level , the substrate consciousness, in deep sleep, the blackout 

period of death, and in the practice of shamatha. During shamatha medi· 

tation the phenomena observed do not necessarily emanate solely from the 

psyche, which is encapsulated within this lifetime. Having accessed the 

substrate consciousness, there is the potential for tapping into memories 

from past lifetimes, phenomena entangled within a vast network of experi· 

ences. These may appear in the form of dreams, visions, desires, or fears 

whose origin is not to be found in th is lifetime. In the case of fear, for exam· 

pie, the anxiety may be vel)' real, yet its origin may be a past-life experi· 

ence. Such fear is an expression of imprints stored in the substrate 

consciousness. 

Then , having broken through to the third tier of the mind-primordial 
consciousness-what emerges, the phenomena that appear, are not mani· 
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fes tations of mind and mental processes. From this deeper vantage paint, 

such manifestations and mental processes, which comprise the psyche, are 

surface phenomena. For the same reason it would also be misleading to 

depict these primordial experiences as manifestations of the substrate con" 

sciousness . Appearances originating in primordial consciousness are the 

spontaneous, natural effulgence of pristine awareness. Being neither the 

mind nor mental processes, "these appearances are by nature the play of the 

manifest space of awareness"-dhalllladhatu. 

How can these pure appearances not be the eight kinds of consciousness 

while also being "not otherwise"? It would be inaccurate to describe the 

eight kinds of consciousness as being "over here" whereas pure appearances 

are "over there" because from the viewpoint of primordial consciousness, 

they are nondual . For example , if you truly fathom the nature of anger as it 

arises--even something as slight as a mild irritation-it is seen to be noth

ing other than an expression of pristine awareness. Of course we don't nor

mally do that. We grasp on to anger, reify it, and then act ou( within the 

sphere of the psyche and of ordinary appearances, in which case anger is 

an afflictive emotion. Therefore, if you fathom the nature of the mental 

processes-the eight kinds of consciousness-it is seen that they have 

never been anything o ther than expressions of primordial consciousness. 

However, not fa thoming their nature, they are then seen either as expres

sions of the substrate consciousness or expressions of the psyche , indicat

ing that you are locked within sam sara. 

Even so, some term inology must be applied to speak of them, "so they 

are called by these names"-the "eight kinds of consciousness." Something 

similar happens in physics. These appearances, the play of the manifest 

space of awareness, that "arise in numerous ways from the nondual Teacher 

and retinue," are appearances of pure vision. 

The last line of this paragraph explains the di fference between bodhi

sattvas and buddhas . A bodhisattva-although having gone "well beyond 

mundane existence"-is someone still on the path to buddhahood. ''That is 

why they are so known" as bodhisattvas and not yet buddhas. Once you 

arrive at the culmination of the path , you have the freedom, if you so 

choose, to manifest as a bodhisattva. 
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Again Bodhisattva I=aculty of Wisdom spoke, "Yes, 0 Teacher, Bha

gavan, If the mystically displayed Teacher and the entire retinue are 

nondual. and not different, as you have said, there is no purpose for 

all the teaching and listening on the part of the Teacher and the 

assembly of disciples. Since there is no difference in the quality of 

everyone's primordial consciousness, what is the point in putting on 

a show of teaching and listening? Teacher, please explain!" 

He replied, ~O I=aculty of Wisdom, the naturally appearing 

teacher known as Shakyamuni arose as an emanation for disciples in 

the past, like sunlight from the sun. The Teacher. those who sought 

teachings from him, and the retinue, acting as listeners, appeared to 

be teaching or listening to individual kinds of spiritual paths and 

vehicles for training disciples. Although the Teacher and the retinue 

were nondual, for the sake of the disciples, various expressions of 

skillful means were displayed. like a magician and his magic." 

Faculty of Wisdom's question makes sense. If both parties arc of the same 

nature, "since there is no di fference in the quality of evelYone's primordial 

consciousness," why put on a "show of teaching and listening"~ In answer, the 

Bhagavan introduces a historical precedent. The teachings of Shakyamuni 

usually took place in the context of the Buddha and someone who 

approached him either with a question or with a request for a certain type 

of teaching or guidance. At times he would address a single individual and 

at other times he would teach a small circle of disciples or larger groups in 

the dozens, or hundreds, on up to thousands. In many cases the roles were: 

teacher, requestor, and those listening to the teaching, the disciples . The 

teacher and the retinue were nondual from a buddha 's /ltrsPfclivf, an enligh t

ened perspective. Viewed from primordial consciousness , all were nondual; 

no one among them was essentially less enlightened than any of the others. 

This setting of the teacher and disciples exemplifies the imersection of 

ultimate and conven tional reality. From the dharmakaya perspective , the 

Buddha and his disciples, his students, have always been enlightened; all are 

simply manifestations of buddha mind . That is the ultimate truth . The stu

dents' perspective, however, is grounded in conventional truth . 
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There is a tendency, which I've encounlered often as a teacher, for stu

dents to go overboard when they encounter the discovery model, the per

spective of buddha nature, primordial consciousness, and the teachings of 

Dzogchen. It seems so easy, spontaneous, and refreshing that they fall in 

love with it. By contrast , the developmental model comes to seem mechan

ical , linear, and dualistic, so students then tend to pull away from that. In 

doing so they reject conventional real ity and the many techn iques for trans

fonning the mind_ We cou ld read this propensity inlo Faculty of Wisdom's 

words . He is saying, in effect, "All right, if we are all nondual , if we are all 

of the same nature-why bother with teachings and practice' Since every

thing is of the nature of dhannakaya , there is no point in doing anything 

whatsoever because everyone is al ready enlightened." 

The Teacher then provides a more balanced perspective. Viewed from 

the dhannakaya-from absolute reality-the Buddha has never been any

thing other than a buddha, and hi s disciples are merely manifestations of 

buddha mind . On the other hand, from the perspective of sent ient beings 

and conventional truth, ~for the sake of the disciples, various expressions of 

skillful means were displayed, like a magician and hi s magic ." So ultimate 

reality and conventiona l reality are of the same nature-non dual- two 

aspects of the same reality viewed from different perspectives. 
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TI-II;; QUI;;STIONS OF GRI;;AT 

BOUNDLI;;SS I;;MPTINI;;SS 

B 
odhisanva Boundless Emptiness now questions the Teacher. In San

skrit, Boundless Emptiness is Mahasbunymla11ta . Maha is Ngreat"; slnmya 

is "empty"; Ilnat1ta is "limitless, boundless." Therefore, the name of 

this bodhisattva means "great emptiness, vast and limitless." 

Then Bodhisattva Boundless ~mptin.ss reverently bowed to the Bha

gavan, and joining his palms. asked, "0 Teacher, Bhagavan, so that all 

beings may be liberated from the ocean of miseries of mundane exis

tence and reach the state of liberation, please grant us the profound 

pith instructions to actually achieve the state of the fully perfected 

Buddha Samantabhadra in one lifetime and with one body." 

First, why do we need any teachings 31 all] We need them because not 

everyone knows that he or she is a buddha. Therefore these teachings are 

given so that skillful means may be used to reveal to us our own buddha 

nature. Needless to say the activities of someone like Di.idjom lingpa , who 

is the fifteenth incarnation of Buddha's disciple Shariputra , may be a bit 

beyond our reach . Understanding thiS, Di.idjom lingpa then presents the 

practices upon which he wants us to focus , practices that he makes clear are 
not beyond us. 

Here the bodhisattva is requesting those teachings that are most effective, 
those that lead most SWiftly to the realization of perfect buddhahood. The 
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entire Vnjrn EHffla is basically in answer to this initial question posed by 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness. At the end , the author, DGdjom 

lingpa, says that if achieving buddhahood is your interest, you needn't look 

outside of this text. The Vajra Esstnct has all of the infonnation that you need. 

He doesn't say that you shouldn't look outSide this text-of course you can. 

But this text contains all of the knowledge, the guidance necessary. Of course 

having a teacher to guide you through these practices would help. 

THE SWIFT PATH-THE GREAT PERFECTION 

The Teacher replied, "0 Great Boundless !;:mptiness and the rest of 

you assembled here, listen! The great, sublime path that brings all 

sentient beings to the stages and paths of liberation is called the 

swift path of the clear light Great Perfection. 

The word for teacher here means a revealer, onc who reveals, who shows 

what needs to be known. Slages and pnlhs are technical terms with precise, 

detailed meanings. The Sanskrit term translated as "stage~ is hhumi, which 

literally means "ground ." Within the Mahayana teachings there are five 

paths-the path of accumulation , the path of preparation, the path of see· 

ing, the path of meditation , and the path of no more training. They are 

sequential and provide a general roadmap to enlightenment , but they 

require three countless eons.! The Mahayana path of accumulation begins 

when bodhichitta arises spontaneously in your mindst"ream and you thereby 

become a bodhisattva . The path of preparation is characterized by a grad· 

ual deepening of insight into emptiness . The Mahayana path of seeing 

begins with the bodhisattva's initial nondual , nonconceptual realization of 

emptiness. In the path of meditation you oscillate back and forth between 

a state of complete absorption in meditation on emptiness and a state where 

you manifest as an illusory being , realizing the dreamlike nature of all phe

nomena . This is likened to repeatedly soaking clothes in water and then 

removing them, a process of washing out even the subtlest stains. Having 

come to the end of the path of meditation you go on to achieve the path 
of no more training. 
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There are different approaches to these five paths. You may follow the 

shravaka path as taught in the Pali canon and many Sanskri t sutras. At the 

culmination of the five paths you achieve nirvana , becoming an arhat. 

Another approach is the path of the solitary realizers , the pratyekabud· 

dhas , Although they will receive teachings at times during their many liFe· 

times on the way to liberation , they come to the cu lmination of their path 

on their own. During periods that are spirituall y barren , out of their com· 

passion and concern for the world , pratyekabuddhas manifest to inspire 

others on the path to liberation. In such degenerate periods people simply 

cannot be reached by oral teachings, their ears and hearts are closed. Such 

teachers may be able to rattle the cage of people's self.conceptual impris

onment, however, by displaying siddhis. Pratyekabuddhas , then , follow 

five paths that are somewhat distinct from the five paths of the shravakas, 

and it takes longer to proceed along that route. 

Finally there are the five paths of the bodhisattvas, including the ten bhu
rni5 , the arya·bodhisattva stages that begin on the Mahayana path of seeing, 

when direct realization of emptiness is first experienced. So when you first 

become a bodhisattva you em bark on the Mahayana path of accumulation, 

and that is followed by the path of preparation, which entails deeper 

inSight, and deeper bodhichitta. Next is the path of seeing. As a bodhi· 

sattva, on first achieving nondual realization of emptiness, of ultimate real· 

ity, you become an arya·bodhisattva. On having that realization and 

entering the path of seeing , you reach the first bhumi. Then the next nine 

bhumiS are stages of exponential growth culminating in the achievement of 

perfect enlightenment. 

The first seven of these bhumis are called "impure" because the mind is 

still tainted by mental afflictions (kltshas ). Although at this point these 

obscurations are pretty weak, they've not been completely expunged. The 

overall format of practice at this stage is to alternate-first soaking your 

awareness in the unmediated realization of emptiness and then coming out 

and engaging in the bountiful , virtuous deeds of a bodhisattva. In medita· 

tion you experience prajiia , wisdom, and then emerge practicing upaya , skill· 

ful means, accumulating vast stores of merit that cany the taste of your 

realization of emptiness. From that point on , having experienced an 
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un mediated realization of ultimate reality, you can never be compelled to 

take birth in any lower rea lm and you no longer accumulate propulsive 

kanna-the kind that hurtles ordinary sentient beings from one life to the 

next. You can volun tari ly choose your rebi rths. There is still the need to 

return to samsara because there is unfinished work, but the choice of rebirth 

is guided by wisdom and com passion: "Where can I be of greatest benefit;' 

Where can I find suitable teachers to guide me further along the pathi' 

O n the first seven impure bhumis the mind is gradually purified, the 

aJjliclirJ( obscuralions becoming subtler and subtler, until you arrive at the 

eighth bhumi. This is the first pure bhumi , at which point k/(5has have been 

el im inated. You have now cu t the root of samsara and experience the same 

freedom as an arhat , but your wisdom, compassion , and other virtues are far 

greater. At that point it would be impossible for you to become angry or 

experi ence any of the other afflictive obscurations. It doesn't matter what 

terrible things people might do to you or what desirable object you might 

see. All tendencies of delusion , hostility, craving, pride, and envy have van

ished. What still li ngers are extremely subtle obscurations, the cogn itive 

obscurations, which are all that stands between you and the completely 

unimpeded awareness of a buddha. 

You begin to overcome those extremely subtle obscu rations on the 

eight h bhumi, a process of purification that continues on the ninth and 

tenth bhumis. Then you enter the path of no more train ing, where you 

achieve the vajra- like samadbi and attain buddhahood. You go from the 

unimaginably vast mind of a bodhisattva on the tenth bhumi un til finally 

the bubble of the subtlest obscurations bursts, and the limi tless potential of 

primordial consciousness is unveiled. At that point there is nothing more for 

you to do in tenns of your own purification. To sum up, for the bodhisattva 

there are the paths of accumulation, preparation , seeing, and then the nine 

bhumis of the path of meditation , all culminating in the path of no more 

training, which for the Mahayana path is buddha hood . 

It is said that following the bodhisattva path according to the Sutrayana, 

the common path as opposed to the uncommon path of the Vajrayana, 

requires three countless eons or even longerl From the moment that you 
have become a bodhisattva, your mind is bodhichitta, which arises spon-
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taneously as a constant flow_ You accumulate merit whatever you are doing. 

It takes one countless eon to get from there-the path of accumulation

to the first bodhisattva stage, corresponding to the path of seeing. Then it 

takes a second countless eon to get from the firs t to the eighth bodhisattva 

stage. From the eighth stage, moving through the ninth and tenth to its cui. 

mination, buddha hood , takes another countless eon . It might even require 

seven, according to His Holiness the Dalai Lama. These vast time frames 

demonstrate how vety difficult it is to eradicate our subtlest obscurations. 

Yet the Vajra EmllC( tells us how to accomplish all of that in one lifetime. 

This direct path is the central theme of our text. 

Each of the paths of the shravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas 

has its own distinct characteristics, and they culminate in different degrees 

of realization. The shravakas see that evetything that appears as a self, 

which is the basis of grasping on to "I" and "mine," is devoid of inherent 

nature. The pratyekabuddhas realize all outer and inner phenomena as 

dependently related illusoty appearances. For bodhisattvas the power of 

realizing emptiness arises in the nature of compassion, effortlessly sub

suming all aspects of skillful means and wisdom. All such realizations gained 

along the developmental paths of the shravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and 

bodhisattvas are subsumed by the path of discovery of the Great Perfection. 

Nonetheless, since achieving shamatha is a prerequisite to the fully effec

tive practice of vipashyana, evetyone-whether in the Theravada , Maha

yana, or Vajrayana-has to pass through the nine stages of attentional 

development preceding the achievement of shamatha. Nobody bypasses 

them. likewise, whether you are following the Sutrayana or Vajrayana , you 

must traverse those five paths. You might do so vel)' swiftly, but there's no 

way to buddhahood apart from the five paths and ten bodhisattva stages. 

Dzogchen of course, differs from the other schools. When I view it 

within the broader context of Buddhadharma, however, it appears to me to 

have an all-encompassing quality to it-it subsumes all of the other teach

ings I have ever heard in Buddhism. It has a place for them and embraces 

them. In fact there is a variant of the translation of the term Dzogcbtl1 (a 

condensation of dzogpa chel1po, normally rendered as "Great Perfection"), 

and that is "Great Encompassment." Dzogpa can mean something that 
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"includes," "enfolds," is "complete." So the Great Perfection encompasses all 

of these other traditions. 

"This [the swift path of the clear light Great Perfedion] is the most 

sublime of all dharmas. It is a general synthesis of all the paths, the 

goal of all spiritual vehicles, and an expansive treasury of all secret 

mantras. Only those that have stored vast colledions of merit in 

many ways, over incalculable eons, will encounter this path. They 

will have aspired repeatedly and extensively to reach the state of 

perfed enlightenment, and they will have previously sought the path 

through other vehicles, establishing propensities to reach this path. 

No others will encounter it. 

"Why not? Although people lacking such fortune may be present 

where this vehicle is being explained and heard, because they are 

under the influence of their negative deeds and the strength of the 

powerful, devious maras of mental afflidions, their minds will be in 

a wilderness 2.500 miles away. Such unfortunate servants of maras 

with their perverse aspirations ad contrary to this profound Dharma 

and respond to it with abuse. fa lse conjedure. repudiation. envy, 

and so on. 

Although we hope that all sentient beings, sooner or later, will progress 

along these stages and paths of liberation, the passage above says someth ing 

to you, the reader, about your own circumstances. You should take these 

words personally. People who have encountered this path "will have aspired 

repeatedly and extensively to reach the state of perfect enlightenment, and 

they will have previously sought the path through other vehicles, estab

lish ing propensities"-karmic momentum-lito reach this path. No others 

will encounter it." 

The reason others won't encounter this path is due to maras, a metaphor 

for mental afflictions . These do devilish work o n us, they torment us. 

Because they are still under the domination of these mental afflictions, 

even though such people may be physically present when such teachings 

are given, "their minds will be in a wilderness 2,500 miles away. " They are 
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present at the teachings in the flesh but not in spirit-like a toddler pres

ent at one of physicist Stephen Hawking's lectures on quantum mechan

ics at Cambridge . In no meaningful sense can that chi ld participate in that 

leclure. 

As another example I recall a sermon lance heard from a Christ ian pas

tor. He raised the question: "How is it that people will enter into a reli

gious tradition and after a while they just wander off and lose itt" He gave 

the analogy of a flock of five hundred sheep. How could one of these sheep 

get lost when it has 499 comrades all gOing, "baa, baa"] After all, this 

amounts to a chorus blaring out, ~Here we ard' The answer is: "blade by 

blade." As for lost sheep, so for people in the Dharma, until after a while 

they just don't have any Dharma any more. How did they get lost7 Well , 

there was this really cool video game ... then this really good movie came 

on ... then their friends wanted to go out for a beer and they sa id , 'Why 

not7" ... and then they lost their job-that was a big blade ... and then they 

got a new job ... and then there was this really interesting relationship they 

got into ... and then, and then ... and then their life is over. 

Now the question naturally arises, "Am I li ke the toddler or the lost 

sheep--or am lone of those fortunate beingst The answer is not so mys

terious. From your own experience you will know whether your mind is 

2,500 miles away or whether you really have the fortune to be present at 

and to receive teachings of this sort. 

Observe the mind and it becomes clear that when you are dominated by 

mental afflictions, you are indeed a servant of maras. No one ever volun

tarily decides to do so-to simply fly into a rage, become ca ught up in 

craving, to sudden ly out of a blue sky become jealous. It always happens 

involuntarily, which means you are in servitude. The mental affliction arises; 

it captures us and imprisons us. Dharma exists to free us from that kind of 

bondage. The "perverse aspirations" of those who serve maras reso nates 

with Shantideva's statement, in his Gu;d( 10 .b( Bodbi5tlllva Way oj Uj(, that 

'Those desiring to escape from suffering hasten right toward suffering. With 

the very desire for happiness, out of delusion they destroy their own hap
piness as if it were an enemy.''9 
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HOn the other hand, those who enter the gateway of this Dharma and 

implement its meaning will appear as rarely as stars during the day

time. Some, when entering the path, will hear and understand a lit· 

tie, then abandon it and casually go astray. Not engaging in spiritual 

practice, they will face death as ordinary beings, and they will not 

achieve liberation. 

In contrast to those people whose minds are 2,500 miles away, "those who 

enter the gateway of this Dharma," the "swift path of the clear light Great 

Perfection"-Dzogchen-"and implement its meaning/ put it into prac· 

tice, are as rare as stars during the daytime . For the record , it is true that 

stars mayan rare occasions appear in the daytime as supernovas. This part 

of the text is reminiscent of the Biblical metaphor from Jesus, where he 

spoke of sowing seeds-some fell on dry ground, some on stone, and some 

in places they were able to fully germinate. "Some, when entering the path, 

will hear and understand a little, then abandon it and casually go astray," like 

a seed sown on very thin soil , which germinates but then dies. 

QUALIFICATIONS OF A STUDE .... T OF THE GREAT 

PERFECTIO .... 

Hln general, to enter this vehicle and put it into practice, you must 

have all of the following characteristics: 

• belief in the Dharma and in your guru 

• unwavering trust in the path 

• earnest mindfulness of death and the conviction that all com

posite phenomena are impermanent, so that you have little attrac

tion to mundane activities 

• contentment with respect to food, wealt .... and enjoyments 

• insatiability for Dharma due to a great zeal and determination 

• integration of life and spiritual practice, without complaining 

By distlnguishing those things to be taken literally from that which is pro· 

visional, we discover the core themes of the Dharma. These emerge quite 
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clearly in this text. These themes include bodhichi tta, the realization of 

emptiness, buddha nature, and the possibility of overcoming mental afflic

tio ns. From another angle, we can obselVe the broad framework of Dharma 

based on such things as ethics, samadhi , HI wisdom, and the six perfections . 

Regarding "belief in the Dharma," there is a danger that overemphasiz

ing faith alone may lead to spiritual sloth. 1 have seen this occur in both 

Western students and in TIbetans. One pitfall is the spiritual sloth of self

effacement. There are Tibetans who are very strong when it comes to belief 

in the Dharma but who take the attitude: "I am not a tulku, so why should 

I meditate? Meditation is for great beings, not an ordinary person like me." 

That is the downside of the maIVelous hagiographies of grea t beings such 

as Milarepa, Tsongkhapa, Jigme lingpa, and Diidjom lingpa. They can 

inspire, but they can also be intimidating. 

In order to aVOid the notion ofjaith , it may be more useful to think of the 

approach of the working hypothesis. In other words, we may provisionally 

adopt certain views and live in accordance with them while at the same 

time doin g our best to put them to the test of experience so that we can dis

cover for ourselves whether they are true. We can use the hypotheses that 

shamatha was designed for people like us; ethics was designed For us; bodhi

chitta was something to be cultivated by people like us. We hypothesize 

that these are all things we can accomplish. According to Hi s Holiness the 

Dalai Lama, if we practice like the great beings of the past, we will have the 

same realizations. 

This then is a pragmatic approach to belief. We start from where we are 

rather than engaging in wishful thinking, embrOidering, and speculation. 

We are not taking the attitude that simply because we believe something , 

this guarantees some outcome, such as our being "saved" or our going to 

some pleasant destination after death Rather, we must be willing to 

reassess our beliefs as we go along, keeping an open mind. So when some

one says, "Padmasambhava is here , now," what does that really mean] If 
you believe you have buddha nature, what does that mean ( What does it 

mean to believe that there is continuity of consciousness from lifetime to 

lifetime( The hypothesis must be explored, tested . For instance, you may 

have had for some time the belief that karmic imprints carry over from 
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lifetime to lifetime. But on reassessing that old hypothesis you may dis

cover that this is a rather crude formulation in comparison to new and 

subtler knowledge you have acquired . So you revisit and reassess such 

hypotheses from time to time, giving them greater meaning. The basis for 

this approach is to keep an open mind, which is what we've been asked to 

do from the very beginning. 

What about "belief ... in your guru", Here again we can use a working 

hypothesis. The teacher needn't be a bodhisattva, but he or she should 

have an altruistic motivation and a sound understanding of the subject mat

ter. We can waste a lot of time wondering , "Has lama X or teacher Y 

achieved Ai' Keeping in mind that lamas, teac~ers , and serious students of 

Dharma are always in flux, trying [0 pin down their realizations is pointless. 

It is more important for us to have faith in Samantabhadra, in Padmasam

bhava, in the Buddha. These are not merely historical figures; they are here 

with us right now. The qualities necessary for us to receive teachings from 

Padmasambhava are the openness of our hearts, our receptivity when lis

tening, and faith in the presence of Padmasambhava. Then , if Padmasam

bhava or Buddha Shakyamuni is our true guru, any qualified teacher can 

bring to us their blessings and wisdom. Therefore, check the teacher's qual

ifications and motivation. Ask yourself if the teacher has knowledge you 

don't have or has had realization that you have not yet attained. Of course, 

if you don't have confidence that the teacher's motivation is altruistic, then 

you should find another teacher. 

In addition to the two basic qualities a teacher mUSt possess-aitruislic 

intention and a sound knowledge of Dharma-three qualities are neces

sary on the part of a disciple. The first is perceplivi[y-attending closely, 

clarity of attention . "What is taking place in my mind, my speech , in other 

people's speech' Am I picking up what's going ani' A student who is not 

perceptive is not a suitable disciple and is not going to achieve enl ighten

ment. The second quality is having an aspiration to put the teachings into 

practice. You aren't receiving teachings merely to accumula te knowledge, 

or because the lama is charismatic, your friends are going, or other reasons. 

You have come because you really want to praclice . Otherwise you are 
wasting the teacher's time, which is a grave thing to do. The third quality 
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is to attend to the teachings without prejudice, especially the prejudice of 

uncritically believing that your own ideas are true, while any assertion that 

differs from your beliefs is suspect. In other words, it 's imperative to have 

an open mind, o ne willing to critically reassess even your own most cher

ished assumptions. These three qualities, like those necessary in a teacher, 

are crucial. 

To enter this path , this vehicle, this "swift path of the clear light Great 

Perfection ," not only do you need just those qualities, you must hone them, 

sharpen them. Then take this one step further: Since Dudjom lingpa is 

saying that if you have these qualities you are suitable to follow th is path, 

adopt the self-assurance that you are truly a suitable vessel for these teach

ings. Next go through them and see if you have some weak points, areas 

that could be improved. Burnish them and then return to that assurance: 

These are teachings for me. These are teachings that I could practice , that 

I could fo llow, just as the great Dzogchen masters of the past have done. 

What is "earnest mindfulness of death," and what is its value:> This virtue 

is put into practice by living with death in the back of your mind, and some

times in the front of your mind, and becoming very comfortable with it. 

This recognition puts things into sharp focus-gives us "the conviction that 

all composite phenomena are impennanent, so that you have little attraction 

to mundane activities." In light of our death, our mundane desires are seen 

for what they are. For example: 1 feel a desire for my favorite bread , and 

then [get some and eat it . In nonnal , conventional circumstances that may 

be meaningful. In the face of death, it is completely irrelevant. How much 

sourdough bread I have eaten in this lifetime won't be something I care about 

when I am dying. From that perspective all the mundane concerns are like

wise valueless. If our desires for wealth , luxury, good food , praise, reputation, 

affection , acceptance by other people, and so forth are worth nothing in 

the face of death, then that is precisely their ultimate value. Furthennore, 

anything unwholesome we've done in the pursuit of mundane concerns is 

going to have a negative impact. Maintain that perspective. 

There is, however, another side to that coin . Just as we can overindulge 

in the mundane concerns, we can also go to the other extreme by 

overindulging in austerity. If we set inordi nately high ascetic goals for our 
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practice we can create obstacles and even injure ourselves physically and 

mentally. 

In fact, creature comforts can be an aid to practice . It is good to have a 

comfortable home where you feel at ease, where your mind is spacious, 

where you can settle down and practice Dharma. If you need to get from 

here to there, what is wrong with having a dependable automobile? Luxu~ 

ries may also have their place. At times you become tired and need a break

some entertainment, listening to a little music-why not? The same goes for 

the enjoyments of friendship , nature , and sex as well . Unless you have taken 

a monk's vows, there is nothing wrong with that. There can be no denying 

the beauty of intimacy, the warmth and love that can be shared in that con

text. Getting hung up on how much sex you are having is an overindul

gence, but if sex forms part of the intimacy of a loving relationship, 

especially a Dharma relationship, there's nothing wrong with it. 

In the same vein, we needn't become overly concerned about praise . If 
praise were entirely bad, then we should never praise each other or 

acknowledge someone's good qualities and actions because that would be 

feed ing them poison . On the contrary, praise can be very helpful- receiv

ing the acknowledgment, the affection, the acceptance, the respect of those 

around us. Mundane concerns have a place as long as our central motiva

tion is the practice of Dharma. It is only when we invert things-when for 

instance we practice Dharma so people will like us more or to improve our 

material situation-that we devalue our practice and make a mockery of 

Dharma. 

Still, the earnest mindfulness of death puts everything into perspective. 

It sets our priorities straight, which is what Dharma boils down to. Aware

ness of death helps us to recognize that everything to which we cling

including teachers, icons, altars , texts, traditions, teachings, Dharma 

settings, the time we put in on our cushion , let alone all of our mundane 

concerns-all of that is subject to impermanence. It all passes. Therefore, 

"at! composite phenomena are impermanent ... you have little attraction to 

mundane activities." He doesn't say no attraction . He says "little attraction." 

So, when I reach out for the plate of sourdough bread and it falls on the 

floor, I won't be terribly perturbed. 
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"Contentment with respect to food, wealth, and enjoyments": The 

monastic ideal is to be conten t with that which is adequate. So content

ment on the one hand with regard to the food- the food is "good enough," 

the wealth--got enough.- And as for enjoyments: again it's nice to have 

some diversion once in a while, perhaps a walk or some music occasion

ally. So on the one hand you have contentment with regard to the mun

dane, but Uinsatiability"-just the opposite of contentment-for Dharma. 

With great zeal and determination, you just cannot get enough of Dharma. 

Until you are enlightened you are insatiable . 

Finally we come to "i ntegration of life and spi ritual practice, without 

complaining", YOli want to have total integration. For instance, if you are 

alternating a week of retreat with three weeks living in your normal situa

tion, then you would spend a week on nothing other than concerted focus 

on specific formal practices followed by thorough integration of them into 

your life in the following weeks. You continue on in that manner, dipping 

back in maybe a bit deeper in forma l practice and then once more effect

ing thorough integration in daily life. The idea of course is that your prac

tice and your life are coextensive. like oil seeping into paper, there is no 

part of the paper that is not touched by the oil. And whatever life dishes up 

for you in terms of difficulties and challenges, you meet them with com

posure, without complaining. 

There are only six poin ts, as listed above. None of them are daunting, 

none are intimidating; nor are they impossible. [n al[ of them there is the 

opponunity for greater growth, deeper conviction in Dharma, deeper trust 

in the guru , deeper trust in the path, a d earer, more vigil ant, crisp aware

ness of dea th, grea ter contentment. Basically there is a growing insatiabil

ity for Dharma. Why7 Because you love it so much. T hat's what zeal is. It's 

nOt just love, there is also that steel behind it-knowing that the practice 

of Dharma won't always be fun . That's where determination comes in. This 

is like driving along in fourth gear and then suddenly you're in potholes 

going up a steep indine. That's the time to downshift back into second. 

Second gear is determination. You just get through it with sheer determi

nation and faith th at Dharma is meaningful. Sooner or later things smooth 

out and zeal returns. You're not always goi ng to be practicing joyfully; irjust 
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doesn't work that way. 5till the boltom line is that you keep returning to 

joyous zeal as your ground state. 

Sentient beings suffer in myriad ways. We suffer depression, anxiety, mis

ery, grief, despair. On the path of Dhanna that suffering can be magnifi· 

cently meaningful. Instead of weaving your way around all the potholes of 

life, you take all the suffering that may come your waY---5ome of it even 

catalyzed by your Dharma practice-and you transmute it into Dharma 

practice. 50 even in the midst of suffering, even when misery or ConniCI or 

internal strife or mental afflictions seem to dominate your mind-filling 

the space of the mind, capturing you, enslaving you--cven then YOllr ntil1d 

is larg(r than all that. I love that phrase and find it very meaningful. The 

space of your awareness is larger than the space of your convoluted mind. 

That doesn't mean the mind isn't afnicled . You are just seeing it from a 

wider ang lc, where some voice in you can say, "Oh, I see, my mind's 

afflicted; oh , I see, this is grief; this is despair," and so on. 

This has happened to me on a number of occasions. I would have some 

hours of depression now and then when I was in retreat. I wondered how 

long it could last. I would sit down and watch it , and see "That was depres

sion. Now it's getting less." As soon as it would get less, it would get less 

very quickly. Sometimes it wou ld be as big as a rhinoceros. It filled up a lot 

of my mind, but never all of it . 50 I would say, ~Ah , that 's depression.~ Or 

"Ah, that's elation ." Or "Ah, that's hope; ah, that's fear." In addi tion there was 

one big bogeyman that I got to recognize very well : ~How fast am I pro· 

gressingJ" That's the spiritual version of "Are we there yet , Daddy]" "How 

fast am I progressing7 Am r movingt is one of the most pernicious imped· 

iments. So I would look at that one and just smile. 

DIFFICULTIES INHERENT IN OTHER VEHICLES 

~When such people with stable minds-without being boastful about 

the mere number of months or years they have spent practicing in 

retreat-see this entrance and undertake the practice, they will def· 

initely achieve the su preme state of Buddha Vajradhara in this very 

lifetime. In other vehicles, it is said that after collecting the accu· 
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mulations and purifying obscurations for three countless eons, finally 

you become perfectly enlightened. Nevertheless, because of karma, 

mental afflictions, and habitual propensities gathered over eons, 

through the course of many lifetimes, the influences of various 

thoughts and actions make it difficult to encounter the path of accu' 

mulation and purification. Think carefully about this situation, and 

you will become dear and certain of it. 

.. 

Bear in mind that when Dudjom Ungpa states that those with stable minds 

who enter and undertake this practice "will definitely achieve the supreme 

state of Buddha Vajradhara in this very lifetime," thirteen of his disciples 

actually did that , which is awesome. 

In other vehicles such as the 5hravakayana, Pratyekabuddhayana, and 

so forth , there are two types of accumulations that may be collected. There 

is the accumulation of merit, relating to upaya , skillful means-skillful meth· 

ods of generosity, ethics, patience, enthusiasm, and even samadhi. Then 

there is the accumulation of knowledge, which culminates in the realization 

of the dharmakaya, omniscience. The accumulation of merit finally leads to 

the realization of the fonn bodies-the nirmanakaya and sambhogakaya

of a buddha. 

Purification refers specifically to cleansing obscurations resulting from 

negative acts perfonned in the past and of the obscurations of the mental 

afflictions. The great difficulty lies in the powerful momentum of our kanna , 

and sheer habit. The deep ruts of our habitual thinking and behavior have 

been accumulated over many eons of previous lives . 50 in the Mahayana 

tradition you practice the six perfections for three countless eons until 

finally you become perfectly enlightened-a buddha- with the thirty-two 

major and eighty minor marks. That's how long it takes, though- three 

countless eons. It's fin ite , but don't hold your breath. You are practicing 

through contractions and expansions of the universe- basically big bangs 

and big crunches. 

Consider the wide array of kanna we've accumulated in the past. Even in 

this 1ifetime~if you've been here for a while-yoll may have done some

thing pretty nasty on occasion. How do we know when that particular 
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karma will catalyze and throw us somewhere we don't panicularly want to 

go;> We can purify, but as long as we are prone to mental afflictions , how 

do we know when the next one's going to appear, not to mention habitual 

propensities-the sheer habit of samsara? We simply don't know. Because 

of these nasty actions and afflicted mental states, Ugathered over eons, 

through the course of many lifetimes, Ihe innuences of various thoughts and 

actions make it d ifficult to encounter the path of accumulation and purifi. 

cation .~ Can I have tOla l confidence that in each succeeding lifetime I will 

meet qualified teachers, conducive envi ronments, that I'll always have the 

aspi ralion to practice and always devote myself to practice? DubiOUS. 

Therefore, since it is difficult fo r us to encounter, and progress well al ong, 

the path of accumulation and purification , the Teacher advises us to uthink 

carefully about this situation, and you wi ll become clea r an d certain of it." 

"Be that as it may, due to excellent karmic connections from the 

past, now you have obtained a sublime human life with freedom and 

opportunit y, and you have encountered the most sublime of dhar

mas, the secret mantra, Vajrayana. This is no time to hold on to the 

hope of accumulating merit over a long period unt il you fina lly aHain 

enlightenme nt. 

Once we have obtained a human life of leisure and opportun ity, and within 

that we have encountered a living tradi tion of Vaj rayana, and specifically, 

Dzogchen-relatively swift paths-it makes little sense to opt fo r accu· 

mul ating wisdo m and meri t over an imme nsely long time in order to 

achieve enlightenment. T he Teacher is saying that we should banish the 

thought of taki ng suc h a slow, gradual path to enlightenment-forge t 

about it. Rather, focus on the ci rcumstances and opponunities we have 

right now, and don't take the m fo r gran ted . Doing so wou ld be li ke 

encountering a wish· fulfilling jewel-a metaphor from ancient Buddhist 

lore for an extremely valuable object that is incredibly difficult to find

and then Ihrowing it over your shoulder, saying , -I'll find another one 
l ater.~ 
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"Rather, you must apprehend the ground of your own being for your

self, by experiencing the intrinsic nature of the sugatagarbha, the 

primordial ground that is the path to liberation in this lifetime. 

" 

I think' can be happily dogmatic on this point: there is only one path to 

achieve enlightenment in one lifetime, and that is by realizing your own 

self- nature. This won't happen simply by being enormously ge nerous or 

ethical or patient. All of those are great, but to achieve enlightenment in 

this lifetime, there is no way other than to realize the depths of your own 

identity, the depths of your own nature-youf buddha nature . 

In Dzogchen , as well as in other Buddhist traditions, you find teachings 

on the ground, path , and fruition. The ground is your starting point-the 

nature of existence as it is. The path is the trajeclOlY you follow to the goal, 

enlightenment. The fruition is the fulfillment- the enlightenment that you 

seek. Characteristically, Vajrayana takes the fruition itself as the path. 

Before we manifest and experience the qualities of an enlightened being 

such as Padmasambhava, we do our best to assume that identity, to take o n 

that role. We are rehearsing to become Padmasambhava-getting used to 

it. This is our birthright anyway, so we slip into those shoes even before we 

can really fill them. This approach-taking the fruition as the path-saves 

us countless eons. 

The ground can be viewed from several perspectives. The relative ground 

is the reality we typically see appearing before us, the ocean of sam sara, 

where we're bound and manacled in that iron cage-blind, hurtling down 

the river of rebirth . This pathetic situation is where we're starting from, and 

it's the reason we take refuge. We are both helpless and pretty hopeless all 

by ourselves. There's a lot of sufferi ng here, and our minds are vel)' prone to 

mental afflictions. Even when resting, mental afflictions appear. There is 

another ground beneath that ground , however- an ultimate ground. In 

Dzogchell that deeper ground is taken as the path. Here your ground is the 

sugatagarbha , buddha nature . It's not some future enlightenment , some 

future fruition. You take it now-take the future fruition and bring it to the 

path . You take the deepest ground, which is already present, and in so doing 

you discover that the ground, the path , and the fruition are all of one taste . 
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If you are seeking liberation and awakening in this lifetime, then this is 

the way to proceed. As long as you sustain the notion of your ordinary self, 

your ordinary idemity, and think all you have is a pO!ffl!iaJ for enlightenmem 

tha t you'll be able to manifest if you are really good for a really long lime; 

and as long as you're looking upon your guru as an ordinary person-as 

long as you are locked imo those reified notions of ordinary appearances

then you might as well get out your stopwatch and begin counting off three 

countless eons plus all the time it takes you to become a bodhisattva. It 

will not be a short path. On the other hand, if you would like to speed 

things up a bit , you' ll have to break some old habits-for example, who 

you thi nk you are. 

~Apart from this, the teachings that the state of liberation results 

from accumulating much karma from one life to another are effec

tive for bringing about temporary happiness in the minds of beings, 

but enlightenment in this way is edremely difficult. Consider that 

such teachings may have a merely provisional meaning." 

As we saw earlier, it is improbable that you will be able to marshal all of 

your futu re lifetimes like ducks in a row, where each one provides all of the 

circumstances necessary to continue on the path. That's extremely diffi

cult, considering the hodgepodge of kanna , mental afflictions, and habit

ual propensities accumulated in the past. If the texture of our lives up to now 

has been such a mishmash, it is difficult to imagine having uniformity in the 

fu ture. 

At this point the Teacher provides a very provocative conclusio n

suggesting that we consider that those teach ings-the Sutrayana, the lo ng 

path-"may have a merely provisional meaning. " In other words, maybe 

they were never meant to be taken literall y. He didn't specifically say they 

are not to be taken literally, but he did say, "think it over." 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness commented, ~O Teac her, 

Bhagavan, you can achieve liberation by striving in this present 

human life for good thoughts that expand the mind and for bodily 
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and verbal virtues, and then, at some future time, by practicing the 

view and meditation of the clear light Great Perfection, the vajra 

esse nce of secret mantra. But it is said that it is difficult to achieve 

liberation through this life's practice alone. Moreover, it is said that 

small·minded beings, such as shravakas and pratyekabuddhas, can· 

not fathom the vast and profound Vajrayana Dharma. Is this true or 

not? If it is true, and the quality and capacity of the minds of beings 

differs, th en the small·minded would have to expand their minds to 

become be ings of the Mahayana class, and some beings would not 

be able to expand their minds sufficiently. If this were so, they would 

have to acquire some secret mantra from somewhere other than 

their own mindslream. If this were the case, I don't know what it 

would mean. Teacher, please explain!" 

The bodhisattva begins by laying out one track we could take, one possi· 

bility: Since it is so difficult to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime, why 

don't we just apply ourselves to co nventional virtue-the six perfections 

and so forth-and then some li fet ime when we're more mature, we can get 

around to Dzogchen7 Then he speaks of another track, that of "small 

minded beings, such as shravakas and pratyekabuddhas,~ who ~cannot 

fathom the vast and profound Vajrayana Dhanna ,H who are striving solely 

for their own liberation; they just wan t a one·way ticket out of samsara , 

Hevery man for hi mself' -which of course is a small-minded attitude and 

unsuitable for even comprehending a fas ter path . 

Next Bodhisa ttva Great Boundless Emptiness specula tes that to be a truly 

suitable vessel for Dzogchen you would need an incredibly vast mind. 

Those without such a mind would seemingly have to evolve into a new 

species . That is, starting out small-minded, they would have to go through 

some process of transmutation to become "big-minded," as in Mahayana, 

and then expand even more to have a mind vast enough for Dzogchen. Hif 

this were so, they would have to acquire some secret mantra," that is to say 

Vajrayana, Hfrom somewhere other than their own mindstream.H Those with 

small- or medium-sized minds would need to acqui re knowledge from Oul
side to meet the sta nda rd apparently required of a student of Dzogchen. To 
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encapsulate, he is saying: "From what I hear, this seems to be the case. But 

if it's true, it doesn't make sense to me. Teacher, please explain l" 

TI-IE TIME TO PRACTICE VAJRAVAHA 

He replied. ~O Great Boundless ~mptiness, in this present lifetime. 

if you arrive with that question at the gateway of secret mantra-and 

you have firm faith and belief. and strong, unflagging enthusiasm

the time has come to practice. When fortunate beings come to the 

gateway of the profound secret mantra, apart from simply having 

strong faith and belief. there is never anything else-such as clair

voyance. omens, or auspicious circumstances-to make them think 

that the time has come to practice secret mantra. Once you have 

obtained a human life and encountered a guru and the secret 

mantra Dharma. if this is not the time to practice the Great Per

fection. then there will never be a better time than this in another 

life-this is certain. 

The Teacher replies by saying, in essence: "You have recognized the prob

lem, you have fathomed the contradiction. Good. Now, if you have faith 

in Dzogchen, if you are truly ready to commit yourself to practice, your 

question itself indicates to me the time is ripe, that you are indeed ready to 

actually practice Dzogchen." The Teacher then elaborates that "apart from 

simply having strong faith and belief," not blind, dogmatic faith , but will · 

ingness to be guided by a working hypothesis, "there is never anything 

else," such as clairvoyance or omens, to help you decide. You know that you 

have no absolute proof, but you are willing to launch your spiritual practice 

based on this premise. That's a belief that has power; that's accepting a 

working hypothesis that radically transforms your life. 

Great Boundless Emptiness has posed a most reasonable question. Hav

ing encountered such awesome teachings, the depth of which IS incon

ceivable, you could easily wonder, "Am I up to this1~ Unless you were 

possessed of sheer arrogance, thinking that you are far superior to others, 
how wou ld you have the confidence, the chutzpah , to say, "[ am a suitable 
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vessel for these teach ings'" The Teacher has answered, saying: Number 

one, you have encountered them. Your kanna has brought you here. Karma 

is enough to get you to the gateway. Number two, faith is enough to get 

you through that door. If those two are there, he tells us, have no more 

qualms. Don't wait for some special auspicious sign or for a lama to say that 

you are a chosen disciple. If you have faith , enthusiasm, love for the prac

tice, that's all you need. It just doesn't get any better than this. 

"It is not that the minds of shravakas, pratyekabuddhas, ordinary 

beings, and so forth are too small. Rather, due to their previous 

karma, they do not reach the gateway of the secret mantra. Or even 

if they do, they have no faith and no belief, and because of spiritual 

sloth and distraction, they don't practice. 

Now we are given a clearer picture as to why some are suitable vessels for 

Dzogchen and others are not. The "small-minded versus big-minded" argu

ment makes no sense because that isn't the crux of the matter. It is "rather, 

due to their previous karma" that most people don't reach the gateway of 

the secret mantra-they simply don't encounter il. It is not a matter of 

their being small·minded. Their kanna has not evolved to the point where 

they are ready to encounter that gateway. "Or even if they do"-perhaps 

due to some favorable karma they stumble upon a book or wander into a 

teaching-and even if they receive a favorable impression , thinking, "These 

are some really cool mystical teachings,~ they put off doing practice, and 

it comes to nothing. 

BODHICHITTA 

"Understand that this has nothing to do with the specific capacities 

of beings' minds. Don't think that there are any differences in the 

capacities of the minds of beings. To those feltered by selfishness, 

I teach that by opening their hearls to all beings throughout space, 

without concern for their own welfare. they will see the truth of the 

nonduality of self and other." 
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Now we are going to the heart of the matter, bodhichitta-the ga teway 

between the so-called small-minded-the shravakas and praryekabuddhas
as opposed to the so-called large-minded of the "great vehic1e,~ the Maha
yana, for which bodhichina is the core. The Teacher isn't saying that people 

have different capacities ptr St . Rather he is saying that your past karma 
brings you to that point in you r spiritual evolut ion where you not only 

encounler but wish 10 i"'lIImt yourstlJ in Dzogchen. At this point the text 
turns to the topic of bodhichitta . 

Great Boundless ~mptiness continued, "0 Teacher, Bhagavan, if so, 

is it impossible for them to expand their minds by meditating on the 

profound mystery of the Great Perfedion? Or, even if they meditate 

on the Great Perfedion, do they need to develop the spirit of awak

ening in some other way? Teacher, please explain!" 

Great Boundless Emptiness is asking about those beings that are prone to 
self-centeredness, who are not yet bodhisattvas. This returns us to the ques

tion , "How mature do we need to be in order to be able to practice 
Dzogchen effectivelyi' Or, in othe r words, "Do you need to be a bodhi

sattva to do soi' So, for beings like ourselves who are still fettered , still 
encumbered by self-cenleredness, taking our own well-being as more 

important than anybody else's, is it impossible for us to expand our minds 
by meditating on the Great Perfection? And even if we meditate in such a 

way, do we need to develop the spirit of awakening in some other way 
apart from the practice of the Great Perfection? Must we become a bodhi

sattva first, and then venture into Dzogchen? Or can we go for Dzogchen 
but make sure we cultivate bodhichitta as well? That's the question . 

I-le replied, "0 noble one, this Great Perfection is the vehicle of the 

unsurpassed fruition. That which manifests the great reality that 

pervades all samsara and nirvana is called the spirit of awakening of 

the ultimate ground; you need apprehend only this. Apart from this, 

intellectually fabricating with effort a so-called 'spirit of awakening' 

entails generating a mental state in which you view yourself as the 



THIi: QUli:STIOHS OF GAIi: .. T BOUHDLli:SS li:MPTIHli:SS 

meditator and other sentient beings as objects of meditation-an 

attitude that is as limited as a teacup. 

Practicing the Great Perfection , "the vehicle of the unsurpassed fruition," 

means that you make the fruition-buddha hood-the vehicle by which 

you attain buddhahood. This, as mentioned previously, is "taking the 

fruition as the path." "The spi ri t of awakening of the ultimate ground" is also 

translated as "ultimate bodhichitta." In this context , ultimate bodhichitta is 

dharmakaya , rigpa, or primordial consciousness. 

In the Gelug tradition , too, they speak of both relative and ultimate 

bodhichitta . There, relative bodhichitta is the heartfelt aspiration 10 achieve 

enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. That falls within the Sutrayana. 

Ultimate bod hi chitta, again within the Sutrayana, is the unmediated , non

dual, nonconceptual realization of emptiness. In the context of Dzogchen , 

relative bodhichitta is the same as it is defined by the Gelugpa. Ultimate 

bodhichitta, on the other hand, is rigpa, pristine awareness, rather than 

emptiness as presented in the Sutrayana. So once again we have a balance

ultimate and relative, two truths, not just one; and yet the two tnlths are of 

the same nature. According to the Vajra ESSfflCf you need only apprehend 

"the spirit of awakening of the ultimate ground ." This is in response to the 

question about self-centeredness and developing bodhichitta. All you need 

to apprehend is your own buddha nature. That will suffice . 

Within the Sutrayana context of relative bodhichitta and ultima te 

bodhichitta, the two are sequential. First there's relative bodhichitta 

accomplished with effort. You strive diligently to overcome strong habit

ual propensities. For example, there's one candy bar on the table and some

one is reaching for it, but I am quicker and grab it first. That's the 

manifestation of an old habit: "If somebody's going to get something good, 

it should be me. If someone is going to get something bad, it shouldn't be 

me." To overcome that deep current of sheer irascible habit takes a lot of 

effort. Shantideva in A Guide to the Bodbisallva Way oj LJe tells us how. Prac

ticing bodhichitta with effort, you strive to overcome self-centeredness. 

You practice tOllgiffl , practice loving-kindness, compassion , empathetic joy, 

and equanimity. You must overcome the tremendous momentum of "me 
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first ," which is difficult. Then some facsimile of bodhichitta arises, and you 

can genuinely say, "I truly wish to achieve enlightenment for the benefit of 

all beings." You get there the hard way, by sheer effort to overcome the 

old propenSities, your selfishness. That is bodhichitta with effort; that is rel 

ative bodhichitta . 

Using such a developmen tal model, eventually the tide turns and bodhi

chitta arises more and more naturally, spontaneously, and effortlessly. Grad

ually your predilections, your habits for self-centeredness, subside. At that 

point seei ng any sentient being suffering will catalyze bodhichitta, and you 

have become a bodhisattva. Although this form of bodhichitta is great, it is 

still dualistic. Htrt am I, the meditator, the bodhisattva. Over Ibm is the sen

tient being who is the object of my compassion . In contrast to this dualistic 

attitude, which the Teacher calls "as limited as a teacup," is the ocean of direct 

realization of your buddha nature. An ocean ca nnot flow out of a teacup. 

The Teacher states that all you need in order to overcome self

centeredness is to apprehend the spirit of awakening of the ultimate ground. 

That is all that's required for relative bodhichitta to emerge. Relative bodhi

chitta will flow from ultimate bodhichitta. This is one di ffe rence between 

the Sutrayana and Dzogchen. Within the 5utrayana, if you gain an unmedi

ated realization of emptiness, this does not necessarily imply tha t you real

ize bodhichitta. Bodhichitta is needed as a complement to that realization. 

Wisdom and compassion need to be balanced. H owever, in Dzogchen , 

ultimate bodhichitta is not simply the realization of emptiness. It is the 

realization o f primordial consciousness. If you have an unmedia l"ed real

ization of buddha nature , he says, that naturally yields the realization of rel

ative bodhichitta. 50 keep in mind that realization of emptiness is not the 

same as realization of buddha nature, primordial consciousness. Compar

ing the two kinds of bodhichitta, the effortful, striving, struggling way is lias 

limited as a teacup." It is worth dOing, because having a litt le teacup full of 

water is a lot better than dying of thirst in a desert of self-centeredness. 

But it is much better to have an ocean of com passion . 

"In the expanse of the Great Perfection-the original nature of the 

great e quality of samsara and nirvana-the mode of existence of the 
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ground itself is known just as it is by means of great. omniscient pri

mordial consciousness. To speak of having a spirit of awakening 

greater than the vision of great, all-seeing primordial consciousness 

would be like saying you must seek liquid elsewhere. even though 

you already have water. 

~The primordial. originally pure ground, the great reality that per

vades the whole of samsara and nirvana, is the spirit of awakening. 

Without knowing this. even the benign sense of love and compassion 

that parents have for their children is a conceptual, object-focused 

state of mind. With that alone, you might aspire for a fortunate 

rebirth; but hoping it will lead to enlightenment is as senseless as 

hoping that the son of a barren woman will become a householder." 

" 

"The mode of existence of the ground itself is known just as it is by means 

of great, omniscient primordial consciousness.ff That is to say, the Great 

Perfection is known by nondual realization. Within the Dzogchen COntext, 

relative bodhichitta is utterly subsumed by ultimate bodhichitta . There 

fore , even if you venture into Dzogchen without being a bodhisattva, while 

still having some tendencies toward self-centeredness, you can bring what 

antidotes you have to the practice. By focusing skillfully on Dzogchen and 

then gaining realization, however, all of that self-centeredness will be swept 

away. Then relative bodhich iua will arise as a byproduct of your realization 

of rigpa. 

To state that "the primordial, originally pure ground, the great reality 

that pervades the whole of samsara and nirvana , is the spirit of awakening" 

is to say that buddha nature is bodhichitta . He then describes the nomlal 

se nse of love and compassion parents have for their children as a "concep 

tual , object-focused state of mind.~ This is an ~ 1 _you8 relationship, and it is 

wonderful- immeasurably better than an "I-it" relationship , or engaging 

with others simply out of self-cente~dness or craving or hostility. II Nev

ertheless, it is stil1 a conceptual, object-focused state of mind. Hoping that 

this kind of love and compassion will lead to enlightenment "is as senseless 

as hoping that the son of a barren woman will become a householder"; it is 

hoping for the impossible . Relative bodhichitta will not by itself give rise 
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to ultimate bodhichitta . [t can be a tremendous aid, which is why all the 

lamas who teach Dzogchen also teach relative bodhichitta. They give 

teachings on Shantideva's Guidr to the Bodhisattva Way of Uff, the four though ts 

that rum the mind toward Dharma, and the preliminary practices (H90Hdro ). 

These will all enhance, support, and nurture the practice of Dzogchen. The 

absolute doesn't arise from the relative, but if you penetrate through to the 

ultimate, the relative will arise from that . 



4 
TAKING THI; MIND AS THI; PATH 

A
s a prelude to Bodhisattva Creat Boundless Emptiness' next question 

to Samantabhadra , let's briefly review the tcaching to this point. 

The request that initiated the whole conversa tion was "Please grant 

us the profound pith instructions to actually achieve the state of the fully 

perfected Buddha Samantabhadra, in one lifetime and with one body." After 

the dialogue flowi ng from that request, Bodhisattva Great Boundless Empti

ness probed further in terms of context-the question of Dzogchen versus 

the more common Dharma pract ices of engaging in the wholesome and 

avoiding the unwholesome. Following the Teacher's response, the ques

tions became still morc specific and detailed, addressing the cultivation of 

bodhichitta from the Dzogchen perspective. So the text unfolds through a 

process of ever more subtle questioning of the Teacher. T he questioner 

began with his primary motivation-the initial request-and then pursued 

derivative motivations in order to obtain a clearer and more detailed pic

ture. Now the bodhisattva's next question refers back to his first question: 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness requested. "0 Teacher. Bha

gavan, please teach us the profound path that liberates disciples!" 

He replied, "0 noble one. entrances to the city of great liberation 

appear as many avenues of skillful means and wisdom. But ultimately, 

taking the mind as the path is the quest for the true way. Then. once 

you have determined the ground. you may take ultimate reality as 
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the path. Between these two options, first, here is the way to take 

the mind as the path. 

The Teacher begins by providing context: There is not just one path; there 

are a multitude of paths. Whatever path YOll follow, however, if it bypasses 

your mind, there is no way to reach the city of liberation . You must go 

through your mind . The starting point is right here and right now. If I were 

to ask you to look at your mind for one minute and then report, you could 

tell me something, couldn't you? Using whatever abilities you have for 

introspection , you obseNe, and what you perceive is the surface level of 

your mind. You might say this is the gatewax to your mind. 

Your mind includes everything ranging from that which you can imme

diately introspect and report on all the way down to the very ground of the 

ordinary mind. As Western psychologists such as Freud and Jung have rec

ognized, most of the mind's activity is subconscious. When the teaching 

says, "take the mind as your path ," that means you make that which is sub

conscious conscious. You must point your laser beam right down through 

the strata of your mind until you arrive at the ground of your mind. You can

not simply say, "Well, I know my mind is really messed up and that I'm neu

rotic and kind of a jerk, but even so J'm just going to skip all that and 

become a buddha." It doesn't work that way. You can't leave your "jerki · 

ness" behind. You have to go through it, not around it. You can't just come 

up with a lot of cool visualizations to pretend you're something you'rc not 

and then think that you can skip your mind in the process. 

Visualizations arc finc. The stage of generation is important. Yet you 

must still confront your mind; you have to go right through it . That is tak

ing the mind as your path . You need 10 go to the very ground of the ordi 

nary mind. This requires shamatha . You don't need vipashyana for that , nor 

Dzogchen, nor bodhichitta. BUI you do need to go right to the ground of 

your ordinary mind and let the mind settle, unforced. When the mind is 

quiescent-no turbulent thoughts or emotions ari sing-it is relaxed, still , 

luminous, and free from effort. That is shamatha. 

'Then, once you have determined the ground," the relative ground , the 

ground of the ordinary mind, that becomes your platform for real izing the 
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empty nature of your own mind- its lack of inherent nalUre-and the 

em ptiness of all other phenomena as well , both subjective and objective

you "take ultimate reality as the path. H Again, the Sanskri t tenn I translated 

as ~ultimate reality~ is dhl1nf1l1ll1 . So once you have arrived at the ground of 

the ordinal)' mind, you are ready to break through the reified sense of your 

own mind by means of vipashyana-shattering that reified structure of 

awareness and then dropping to the ground, to the deepest level of ground 

awareness, primordial consciousness, your buddha nature. Having fath· 

omed your buddha na ture, that then becomes your path. Until you've fath· 

omed your ultimate reality, your relative mind is the path. 

The Buddha declared, "The wise one straightens the fl ut tering, unsteady 

mind, which is difficult to guard and hard to restrain , just as a fle tcher 

strai ghtens an arrow's shaft."l l Likewise, he likened the mind to a lute that 

must be tuned perfectly-not too tight and not too slack . You tune your 

instrumen t until the pitch is perfect, and then you play; you practice 

vipashyana to realize the emptiness of inherent nature of all phenomena, 

and then you practice Dzogchen to realize rigpa . So the main question 

was, "What's the path that liberates us in one lifetime, so we become a 

buddha in one lifetime and with one bodyt Right here we are given the 

answe r: "Ultimately, taking the mind as the path is the quest for the true 

way. Then, once you have determined the ground," implying that you have 

ascertained your substrate consciousness by achieving shamatha, then you 

may take the ultimate reality of emptiness as the path . "Between these two 

options,H of taking the mind as your path , which is shamatha , and taking 

ultimate reality as your path , which is vipashyana, first , "here is the way to 

take the mind as the pathH, 

"At the outset, disciples who maintain their samayas initially train 

their minds by way of the common, outer preliminaries-namely, the 

four thoughts that turn the mind-and the uncommon, seven inner 

preliminaries. Subsequently, the way to follow the progressive path 

of the main practice is like this: first, retreat to a secluded forest; 

pray to your guru; and merging your mind with your guru·s, relu for 

a little while. 
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It is assumed that if you have received tantric samayas, or sacred pledges, 

you keep those commitments. The Teacher then refers to the four thoughts 

that turn the mind, which are the preciousness of a human life of leisure and 

opportunity, impermanence and death , the unsatisfying nature of samsaric 

existence , and karma . What is their importance? They help you align your 

priorities , orient you toward Dharma rather than toward mundane con~ 

cerns, and place you on the path of Dharma. It is important throughout 

your spiritual life to attend to these four. 

Although Dudjom lingpa does not specify which seven inner prelimi· 

naries he is referring to, one such set includes (1) taking refuge and culti

vating the spirit of awakening , (2) offering prostrations, (3) offering the 

mandala , (4) practicing the purificatory meditation and mantra of 

Vajrasattva, (5) gunt yoga, (6) transference of consciollsness (phowa), and (7) 

severance, or "cutting through" (cho). 

I want to emphasize here that there is no one "right way" to perform the 

preliminaries, nor even one right format. Some traditions require that stu

dents do five sets of 100,000 prostrations, prayers for the cultivation of 

bodhichitta , recitations of the Vajrasattva mantra, mandala offerings, and 

guruyoga recitations before they begin Vajrayana practice-they simply 

arc not allowed to receive Vajrayana teachings before they have completed 

those . In other traditions students begin those but then receive teachings 

and do Vajrayana practices intermittently. T he esteemed Kalu Rinpoche 

said you can practice shamatha first and the preliminaries second , or you 

can complete the preliminaries first and then accomplish shamatha. In the 

Buddha's teachings recorded in the Pali canon and Sanskrit sutras, there are 

no references as far as J know to engaging in the above five sets of prelim

inary practices before venturing into shamatha. Since there is no single 

right way, it's important not to be dogmatic about assuming that everyone 

should practice as you do. What is important is that you Find a way that is 

suitable for accumulating merit and dispelling obstacles. Bear in mind, you 

can accumulate merit not only by offering 100,000 mandalas or prosrrations 

but also by being of service with your skil1s, your time, money, material 

goods, helping the less fortunate-all of that counts . 

Generally speaking , practicing any kind of virtue is a purificatory act. 
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50 let's not be rigid or mechanical. By practicing shamatha with a good 

motivation , you can also purify ohscurations and accumulate a great deal of 

merit . The same goes for the four applications of mindfulness, the four 

immeasurahles, dream yoga, Madhyamaka vipashyana, and , finally, 

Dzogchen. All of these purify. 

Within 5utrayana, twO practices have greater purifying power than any 

others. The first is bodhichitta. Shantideva, in the firs t chapter of A Guidt 
to tbt BodhisattrJa Way oj Ljt, wrote, "Like the conflagration at the time of the 

destruction of the uni verse, hodhichitta co nsumes great vices in an 

instant ."lJ The second great purifier is the realiza tion of emptiness. The 

reali za tion of emptiness overw helms the mental afflictions. Any practice 

that faci litates bodhichitta or the realization of emptiness, such as taking 

refuge, tongll.'tl , and the four thoughts that turn the mind, is greatly effective. 

The realiza tion of emptiness and bodhichiua are , after all, the essence of 

wisdom and compassion-the two wings of enlightenment. Agai n, accord

ing to 5hantideva, "From the time that you adopt bodhichitta with an irre

versible attitude for the sake of liberating limidess sentient beings, from 

that moment on, an uninterrupted st ream of merit , equal to the sky, can· 

stantl y arises eve n when you are asleep or d istracled .~u Because of your 

motivation, meri t accrues even when you are, for insta nce, just hanging out 

and watching television. 

After keeping your sacred comm itments, accumulating merit, turning 

you r mind toward Dhanna, and so on , the main practice is lakjllg tht mind as 
tbt path . There are many types of shamatha , not all of wh ich take the mind 

as the path. However, the way to achieve shamatha described here is 

absolutely naked. There is no buffer zone of mantras, visua lizations, or any· 

thing like that. "Firs t, retreat to a secluded forest ," and that could be a 

wi lderness, the desert, or it could be your room. It must be a place where 

you can collect your mind, where you are un distracted , where you can be 

present and practice Dharma all the time. That is what is meant by Ha 

secluded forest"-a place of seclusion , where you are completely focused . 

~Pray to your guru,~ pray fo r blessings, pray that your practice may flour. 

ish. Begi n by visua li zing your guru before you . This is an "1.ThouH 

relationship, which transcends the polarized distinction of self and other, 
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embracing both in a large, encompassing entirety. Offer prayers of suppli

cation, and then once the prayers are done, imagine the guru coming to the 

crown of your head, merging with yourself, being nondual with your body, 

speech, and mind. ~And merging your mind with your guru's, relax for a 

little while." 

THE PRIMACY OF MIN D 

"0 Great Boundless ~mptiness, among your body, speech, and mind, 

which is most important? Whic h is the main agent? Telt me, which is 

the unchanging, autonomous monarch? Then the acts of teaching 

and listening and the nature of the instruction will become perfectly 

clear, to the great benefit of disciples." 

Here Samantabhadra turns the tables and quest ions Great Boundless 

Emptiness. We wish to take the mind as the path, but what does that mean? 

What is the mind? What is the referen t of the word "mind"? Samanta

bhadra is asking for con text regarding body, speech, and mind. Among 

the three- body, speech , and mind-which is most important? Who is 

responsible? Who is doing things? Which is the "unchanging, autonomous 

monarch"? 

In the kingdom of your body, speech, and mind-in the kingdom of 

yom life-do you nOt have a sense that someone is in charge, When you 

are in your right mind-not ill , not delirious-someone is responsible, 

someone is calling the shots, right ? You woke up this morning , and that 

"unchanging , autonomous monarch~ seemed to be the same person who 

woke up yesterday morning. Don't you sense that there seems to be some

thing constant in the midst of all of the chaotic flux , the ebb and flow of 

emotions, the proliferat ion of thoughts and moods that arise and van ish, 

deSires that come and go, the breath and sensat ions that rise and fa ll ? 

Don't you have a sense of there being something at the center that is 

unchanging-something that is aware of it all, that is in charge of it, that 

stands a bit apart, Ihat is not just the stuff of the mind, not just the voice of 
your thoughts, but maybe something that is directing the voice and likewise 
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(he movements of your body;; Who is that durable, constanl, autonomous, 

standi ng-somewhat -apart "monarch"] 

If the bodhisattva who already has a very profound understanding wishes 

to, he could say "I'm sorry Samantabhadra, but I've looked within and there 

is no such entity. I have absolutely no sense of there being an unchanging , 

autonomous monarch ." But the Teacher assumes that we ordinary folk do 

have the perception that there is someone in charge. By investigating, by 

pursuing these questions among the body, speech, and mind, and prepar

ing yourself to report back, "the acts of teaching and listening and the 

narure of the instruction will become perfectly clear, to the great benefit of 

disciples." Before we launch into the mind with shamatha, settling the mind 

in its natural state-thus taking the mind as the path- Samantabhadra asks 

that we pause and see whether we can clearly determine the actual nature 

of that which we are taking as our path . 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness responded, "0 Teacher, 

Bhagavan, the body is created by the mind. When matter and aware· 

ness separate at death, the mind follows after karma, and then it 

grasps on delusively to the appearance of a body once more. More· 

over, YOUf body in the waking state, your body while dreaming, and 

your bodies following this life are all created by the self·grasping 

mind. They are temporary transformations that have never eJlisted 

except as mere appearances to the mind. Therefore, since the mind 

is the all-creating monarch, it is of the utmost importance. 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness rises to the challenge, responding 

that the body is created by the mind. If that is true, then in the modern 

West we've turned everything upside down. We believe that the mind is 

created by the bodY- lhe brain- and many people, including psycholo· 

gists and neuroscientists, don't even pause to question that. Yet here the 

bodhisattva says the body is created by the mind. 

How do you sense your body? Whether you use a microscope to 

observe at the genetic level or go up to the level of tissue, bone, and 

organs---everything that arises to you , all the knowledge you have of your 
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body, consists of appearanm to YOl1r mind. You never observe anything other 

than appearances to your mind, and I don't think there is a neurobiologist 

who challenges that. All our knowledge of matter derives from appearances 

to the mind . So in this sense, the body is created by the mind. It is this 

mind-which is formless , which has no shape, no color, and so forth-that 

gives rise to, for example, the appearances of the brain. When you touch 

an organ beneath your skin , you have tactile sensations, but they too are 

sensations arising to the mind. They are not some entity out there inde 

pendent of the mind. If you touch your skin or any other part of your body, 

sensations of solidity, fluidity, warmth, and movement arise, corresponding 

to the four elements of earth , water, fire , and air. Everything you know 

about yOllr body consists of appearances to the mind. This illustrates the 

meaning of the Buddha's statement, "All phenomena are preceded by the 

mind, issue forth from the mind , and consist of the mind."'J 

The metaphysical realist assumes that there's a real body out there that 

somehow corresponds in a one-to-one relationship with our mental images 

of the body. But the only thing we can really be sure that we know is aware

ness and appearances to awareness. Let's relate this to the distinction the 

Buddha made between "naming" (nama ) and "appearance" (rl1pa ). These may 

be regarded as two ways of looking at the one flow of conscious experience. 

Naming is experience seen subjectively as the mental process of identify

ing an object, while appearances are experiences seen objectively as enti

ties that are perceived and conceived through the mental process of 

identification. Within this context, "mind" (mana) refers to the menta! 

process of conceptualization , which integrates and makes meaning alit of 

the different appearances that arise to the six senses. This meaningful total 

experience is viewed subjectively as the identification of an entity (/lama ) 

and objectively as the entity identified (rl1pa}. 16 

"When matter and awareness separate at death, the mind follows after 

karma," and then you are coursing through the bardo, the intermediary state, 

experiencing the fruition of your kamla, hastening after this and that. Then , 

as your bardo experience comes to an end, the mind "grasps on delusively 

to the appearance of a body once more." The Aow of awareness conjOins 

with the body, mind emerges from the substrate consciousness, and the 
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mind grasps on to appearances with the sense that "this is mine," as if there's 

something about the body that makes it intrinsically "mine." Once again we 

grasp on to ~ I ~ and ~mine," with respect to the body and mind. 

Some people look into the mirror and say, "that's me ." Of course, what 

they are really seei ng is an image created by their minds that they are 

taking to be a body and are grasping on to as themselves. Others are more 

so phisticated, saying-"That's a reflect ion of my body~ -as if there's 

something really in the nature of the body itself that makes it mine . like· 

wise, "When matter and awareness separate at death , the mind follows 

after karma, and then it grasps on delusively to the appearance of a body 

once more • 

"Moreover, your body in the waking state": Consider how many bodies 

you have over the course of a life and a death, for instance , "your body 

while dreaming." Last night I had numerous dreams, so in a sense I had 

multiple incarnations. I didn't have just one body; I had a whole bunch in 

just one night . You have the body in the waking state, your bodies while 

dreami ng, and bodies of Sllccessive lifetimes, "all created by the se lf· 

grasping mind." 

From another point of view, these bodies arise from karma, which is 

mental. Karma comes to fruition , ripens , and lJoila , a body is formed . So 

the format ion of the body comes about due to kamla, which is again pro

duced by the mind. The essence of karma , of course, is intention, which is 

a mental process. Again we return to the same conclusion: all of this is the 

product of self·grasping . 

Among body, speech, and mind, the mind is all·creating. The implication 

here is not on ly that the mind has preeminence over the body, including the 

brain, but that it plays a fundamental role in the emergence of the universe 

as we know it. Whenever we observe anything in nature, either with our 

five physical senses or with the use of a scientific instrumen t of measure

ment or observation, all that we actually observe is appearances. On the 

basis of these appearances, the mind conceives of objective entities such as 

space , time, matter, and energy. We have no access to any of these entities 
as they exist in and of themselves, independently of any measurements, 

nor do we have any knowledge of the mind independently of conscious 
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mental appearances. The very bifurcation of subject and object, mind and 

matter, is created by the conceptual mind, and none of these categories 

have any existence apart from the conceptual designations of minds. 

The metaphysical view of scientific materialism is based on the assump

tion that prior to the emergence of consciousness in the universe, there 

was only space, time, matter, energy, and their emergent properties. So 

mind is naturally assumed to be solely an emergent property of biological 

organisms. But this assumption is challenged by no less a physicist than 

Stephen Hawking. Contrary to the assumptions of nineteenth-century clas

sical physics , he has proposed that there is no absolutely objective history 

of the universe as it exists independently of all systems of measurement and 

conceptual modes of inquiry. Everything we know about the past is based 

on measurements we make in the present. According to quantum cosmol 

ogy, every possible version of the past exists simultaneously in a state of 

quantum superposition. When we choose to make a measurement, we select 

from this range of possibilities according to the questions we are posing 

about the universe. When we then make the measurement, a specific array 

of appearances arises to our awareness, and on this basis we construct our 

vision of the past. 17 If sciemists make only physical measurements, naturally 

they get only physical infomlation , and it is on this basis that they have 

assumed that physical entities are more fundamenta l than mind or aware

ness. But since they have no objective means of detecting awareness in any

thing, awareness gets left out of their picture of the origins and evolution 

of the universe. This is not a limitation of nature but rather a limitation of 

scientific methods of inquiry that limit our vision only to objective, phys

ical , quantifiable appearances. But to assume that the scope of the universe 

itselF is constrained by the limitations of the methods of inquiry of modern 

science is a kind of religious fundamentalism . 

Therefore, regarding the triad of the body, speech , and mind as wel1 as 

the universe at large, this mind is the all-creating monarch. Everything we 

know of all of reality consi sts of appearances to the mind, which is form

less and which takes on the appearance of everything. Among body, speech, 

and mind, this mind is the most important. 
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"A mindless body is nothing more than a corpse, so it has no power. 

When the body and mind separate, experiences of joy and sorrow

reaching up to the state of enlightenment or down to the three 

realms of samsara-are all due to mental consciousness delusively 

engaging with objects. Therefore the mind is certainly the agent. 

Now Great Boundless Emptiness begins to elaborate, tying in body and 

speech. At death, when the body and mind separate , "experiences of joy 

and sorrow-reaching up to the state of enlightenment or down to the 

three realms of samsara" (the desire, fonn , and formless realms}--uare all 

due to mental consciousness delusively engaging with objects.~ There is no 

delusion in the state of enlightenment. He is saying that joys and sorrows 

arc all due to mental consciousness delusively engaging with object's. So 

uthe mind is certainly the agent." 

"Likewise for speech: Whatever appears to be voiced is nothing 

more than appearances to the mind. Speech has no existence other 

than the conceptualizing mind's creation of the appearance of vocal 

expression, so the mind is most important. When the body, speech, 

and mind are separated, one by one, the mind cont inues, the body 

becomes a corpse, and the speech vanishes altogether. Therefore 

the mind is definitely the most important. 

Without perception , there arc no appearances of light and color, only invis

ible electromagnetic fields traveling through space. Even the information 

we have of such fields is an appearance to the mind. Without speech you 

can still have a mind, but Without the mind there is no speech. Since the 

mind continues when body, speech, and mind are separated, he makes a 

very strong case here as to why the mind is so important and why it might 

be good to have the mind as your path , rather than relying primarily on 

physical and verbal kinds of spiritual practice. 

"!-Iere is the way the body, speech. and mind are established as indis· 

tinguishable: In the practice of the stage of generation, your own body, 
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speech, and mind are regarded as displays of the vajra body, speech, 

and mind of your personal deity. In this way, you purify them and aHain 

liberation. If they were separate, both the immutable vajra of the body 

and the unimpeded vajra of speech would be left behind when the 

mind is drawn away. Then, when the assembly of the three vajras dis

integrates, wouldn't the deity perish? Therefore, rather than being 

separate, the many are determined to be of one taste. It follows that 

these three are none other than the mind: they are ascertained to be 

the mind alone, and this is the best and highest understanding." 

Although he began by viewing them as distinct, Great Boundless Emptiness 

now presents a way of seeing body, speech, an'd mind as indistinguishable. 

This touches on the stage of generation, with its deeper understanding of 

body, speech, and mind. "Vajra body, speech , and mind" just means the 

enlightened body, speech, and mind of the deity. Through the practice of 

the stage of generation, "you purify them and attain liberation." If your 

body, speech , and mind in their deeper nature were separate, the deity 

would perish , but that doesn't occur. In the generation-stage practice of 

Vajrayana, you can be fully present, with a visualization of the vajra body, 

reciting the mantra with vajra speech, and maintaining divine pride , vajra 

mind. However, you can stop reciting the mantra at any time. You can also 

withdraw the visualization at any time. So the mind can be drawn away 

from the speech, and the mind can be drawn away from the body. Your 

vajra body, vajra speech, and vajra mind are of one taste, just like the nir

manakaya, sambhogakaya , and dharmakaya----distinct, but of one taste . So 

these three, at this deeper level of pure vision , are indistinguishable. 

On the mundane level , the body, speech , and mind are distinguishable. 

The coarse , or ordinary mind, of an individual arises partially in dependence 

upon the body, and so does the speech. At a superficial level , the body 

seems to be primary, for neither the coarse mind of a human being nor 

speech can arise independently of the body. However, at death , the coarse 

mind doesn't simply vanish into nothing but rather dissolve backs into its 

source, the substrate consciousness . That subtle dimension of mind is pri

mary. This question is being answered not only from a mundane perspec-
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rive, that of an ordinary individual , but also from the perspective of pure 

vision . From the perspectives of both ordinary perception , for which the 

body and mind are separate, and of pure vision , where the body, speech, 

and mind are indivisible, the mind is still primary. So these three are none 

other than the mind. They are of one taste. How is this so] 

They are united in the same way that the .ninnanakaya is a manifestation 

of the sambhogakaya, which in turn is a manifestation of dharmakaya. That 

means that among the three kaYIlS, dharmakaya is primary, because the 

other ones emerge from this absolute ground awareness and have no exis

tence apart from the mind of the Buddha. From the perspective of pure 

vision , the stage of generation, vajra body and speech are none other than 

the mind . "They are ascertained to be the mind alone," just as sambhoga

kaya and nirmanakaya are ascertained to be nothing other than appear

ances of, the effulgence of, dharmakaya . As the bodhisattva comments, 

"this is the best and highest understanding." 

THE EMPTINESS OF MIND 

Again the Teacher asked, ~ Do you, as the all-creating monarch, have 

form or not? If you do, what type of being's form does yours resem

ble? Do you, the monarch, have eyes, ears, a nose, a tongue, and a 

mental faculty or not? If so, where do they presently exist? What 

are they? Moreover, is your form round, rectangular, semicircular, 

triangular, many-sided, or some other kind of shape? Are you white, 

yellow, red, green, variegated in color, or not? If you are, by all means 

let me see this directly with my eyes or touch it with my hands! 

As the text continues, the tables are turned once again, with the Teacher 

pOSing questions to the bodhisattva. In fact in the l1betan tradition, and 

especially in the meditative context, the students rarely have an opportunity 

to ask questions. Rather, the teacher is always questioning the students. 

The Teacher asks if the all-creating monarch-the mind-has fonn . Bear 

in mind the context, the agent, the one who's really doing the obselVing. 
Does Ihal have form or not' If so, what sort of fonn~ Here we might be 
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tempted to say, HI know the right answer! No form, no shape, no color." But 

th is is not a rhetorical question . Notice how the Teacher takes it from here: 

"If you conclude that none of these exist, you may have fallen into 

the extreme of nihilism. $0 consider samsara and nirvana, joy and 

sorrow, appearances and the mind, and aU their substantial causes, 

and show me their real nature." 

Concluding that you, the observer, don't have faculties , don't have shape, 

form, and so forth , may be an expression of the extreme of nihilism, a 

wrong view that undermines confidence in cause and effect. 

The reference here to Hsubsta ntial causes" is not reification . There is the 

danger that you could very easily see such a cause as some "real substa nce" 

that transforms into something, but that is not the meaning of subs tantial 

calm. Buddhist philosophy speaks of two kinds of causes, substantial, or 

primary, causes and cooperative conditions. A substantial cause, simply put, 

transforms into its substantial effect; it does not imply the inherent exis· 

tence of cause and effect or that one inherently existent entity is trans

forming into another. 

Take the following example: An orchid flower is a product. Something 

transformed into it , as any physicist will tell you. It didn't arise from noth

ing. There are various molecules and nutrients and so forth that transformed 

into th is o rchid, and eventually th is orchid is going to flower. later th is 

flower is going to dry up, and at some point it is going to cease being a 

flower. It will turn to dust, and the dust will disperse, and so on. The 

Buddhist notion of substantial causes and effects parallels the physicist's 

theory of the conservation of mass-energy: things always emerge from 

some th ing prior and turn into something else later. Nothing ever arises 

from nothing or transfonns into nothing . 

At what point does this appearance become a "flower," and when does it 

cease being one, A little while back this flower was something we would 

call a Hbud.u If we pried it open , we wouldn't see a flower, just some stuff that 

will eventually be transformed into a flower. Once this flower has dried up, 

has it then ceased to be a floweo If it still has some of the essential parts 
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that contribute to what we call a flower-the petals, stamen, pistil, and so 

forth-we might call it a "dried flower. " So it would still be a flower. Later, 

when the parts have separated into smaller fragments, and certainly when 

it has turned into dust that the wind may blow around, we would no longer 

call it a "flower." So this set of appearances ceases to be a flower when we 

withdraw its designation as such-just as the bud transformed into a flower 

when we withdrew the first designation and made the second. 

Furthermore, there are many things that contribute to the formation of 

something but don't actually transform into it. If this flower was cultivated 

in a greenhouse, the greenhouse was a cooperative condition- as were the 

temperature of the room , the humidity of the room, the person who built 

the greenhouse, that person's parents, and the idea, "I think I'd like to go 

into the flower business. ['II invest my money in a greenhouse." That 

thought, "I'm going to go into the flower business," is a cooperative condi

tion leading to the eventual growth of the flower, as were the sequences of 

situations and thoughts that gave rise to that though t and the person's 

grandparents and great grandparents, and back and back and so on. An 

infinite array or collection of cooperative conditions has come together to 

enable this flower to be here right now. Many of these cooperative condi 

tions didn't transform into it, as the water and energy from the sunlight 

and mulch did, but nevertheless, had they not arisen, this flower wouldn't 

be here. 

If it is a lovely flower and still quite fresh, not even brown on the edges 

yet, I presume it might elicit some sense of beauty from a viewer. The mol 

ecules of the flower didn't transform into your enjoyment or satisfaction. 

Nevertheless they contributed to it. So , just as there were many substantial 

causes that flowed into the flower and cooperative conditions enabling that 

transition to take place , the flower in turn is continually transforming into 

successive flowers as it exists from moment to moment. 

Every moment each particle of the flower is in a state of flux; it is trans

forming into the particles of the flower of the next moment. So right now it 

is churning, churning, every particle arising and passing, giving rise to the 

subsequent particles-mass-energy configurations here on the one hand and, 

on the other hand, emanating rays of light that provoke chemical reactions 
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in your brain. If you were viewing this flower, all of that is contributing to 

your perception , such as your perception of the colors of the orchid. The 

flower is not transforming into your perception any more than your brain 

is transforming into your perception. Otherwise your brain would lose 

weight over time, as it "transfonnsH into immaterial perceptions of color 

and pleasure and enjoyment. No , the photons being emitted from the 

flower are acting as cooperative conditio ns for your mental perception, 

your emotional response. Then your emotional response might give rise to 

a thought such as, "Ah, I think I'd like to go into the flower business." Then 

another cycle begins. Therefore, to assert cooperative conditions and sub

stantial causes doesn't mean that you have to reify phenomena. The appear

ance of phenomena does not imply the absolute reality of the objects we 

conceptua lly impute on those appearances. 

Returning to the text: "So consider sam sara and niIVana, joy and sor

row"-we take our joys and sorrows so seriously, they mean so much to 

us-"appearances and the mind"-the mind here being defined as that 

which experiences appearances-"and all their substantial causes." Within 

that broad domain can you think of anything that arises in dependence 

upon causes and conditions that requires only cooperative conditions and 

no substantial cause-nothing to transfonn into 10 The Buddhist hypoth 

esis is that all phenomena that arise in dependence upon causes and con

ditions do require something to transfonn into them-you never get 

something from nothing. There is always a substantial cause. 

Consider my perception of a piece of colored cloth. Photons of light 

emanating from the cloth strike my retina and catalyze electrochemical 

events in my head. They do not transform into my immaterial perception 

of the cloth, but they do seIVe as cooperative conditions for the emergence 

of that perception. Only a prior continuum of awareness, which is a sub

stantial cause, transforms into that perception. So all things that arise in 

dependence upon causes and conditions have both substantial causes and 

cooperative conditions. Material things never seIVe as substantial causes of 

immaterial events, such as thoughts and perceptionSi and immaterial things 

do not act as substan tial causes of material things. 

Now, consider samsara and nirvana, joy and sorrow. Where does your joy 
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really come from? Not from cooperative conditions. Not from candy, nor 

guacamole , nor from sourdough bread-not from any of these things that 

mayor may not catalyze them. All your joys and sorrows arise from your 

mind, with prior moments of awareness acting as substantial causes for sub

sequent states of consciousness. 

When the Teacher asks the bodhisattva to show him the "real nature" of 

samsara and nirvana , joy and sorrow, appearances and awareness, and all 

their substantial causes, he is referring to their phenomenological nature. 

This is what scientists, psychologists, and meditators study-myriad phe

nomena arising in dependence upon causes and conditio ns, each arising 

from its substantial cause. T he Teacher is focusing once more on the theme 

of the mind, the age nt, which we can simply call the self, the observer, the 

one who acts, what is generally known as "I." 

Great Boundless E:mptiness responded, "0 Teacher, Bhagavan, the 

self has no form, so it is empty of form. Likewise, it has no sound, 

smell, taste, touch, or mental attribute, so it is empty of each of 

these. It is devoid of shape and color, so it is empty of them. It is 

certain that the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and mental faculty have 

no existence apart from limpid, clear consciousness itself. Without 

nihilistically reducing them to nonexistence, the indeterminate man

ifestations of samsara and nirvana appear like a magician's illusions. 

Therefore, I have come to the conclusion that the agent has only 

the quality of being unceasing." 

"Empty" means "devoid of." The self, the observer, the agent is empty of 

form. "Likewise, it has no sound, smell , taste, touch, or mental attribute" of 

its own , in its own nature, "so it is empty of each of these. " The sensory fac

ulties of sight, sound, smell, taste , and mental awareness also have no exis

tence apart from consciousness . Interactions among external physical 

stimuli and the brain are not enough to produce these experiences. "inde

terminate manifestations" means all manner of manifestations, many of 

them unpredictable. You just never know what's coming up. For example, 

sometimes, fo r no apparent or identifiable reason , you simply experience a 



STILLING Tl-lli I>oIINO 

sense of well-being. Many things happen inexplicably, "like a magician's 

illus ions.~ Who is the magician~ The mind. What's the magio All that rises 

to the mind. 

Creat Boundless Emptiness comes to the conclusion that the agent "has 

o nly the quality of being unceasing." That's merely his answer for the time 

being. Now, is this conclusion a blind alley, a red herring, or is this the way 

things (rally are~ Thus we come to one of the core themes, one of the prin

cipal heuristic devices of the Buddhist tradition as a whole, which boils down 

to this : There is no external, absolute authority for the sutras and tantras 

indicating which statements are definitive and which are provisional. We 

are not told, "Just memorize this, and by doing so you will know all the 

teachings to be taken literally-this is the way things really are. Those other 

teachings were only expedient means for guiding specific disciples at a par

ticular point in their spi ritual evolution ." There is no such teacher's aid-and 

there mustn't be one. If we relied upon someth ing of that sort, we wouldn't 

achieve enlightenment. We would only become obedient memorizers. 

This difficulty appears especially when we grapple with common cos

mological descriptions in Buddhism, suc h as "Mount Meru and its sur

rounding continents and subcontinents." Are things really like that, Is that 

a correct geography or simply a lovely metaphorical image? We must con

tinue to grapple with that. Dlidjom lingpa said he had lived on one of 

these subcontinents. Perha ps it 's not just a metaphor, not merely poetry. 

As another example, in the Hwrt Sulra it says, with respect to emptiness, that 

there is no form , no sound , and so on. With respect to emptiness there is 

no truth of suffering, no truth of the source of suffering , no cessation, no 

path . It appears that the absolute nature of the four noble truths, one of the 

foundations of the Buddha's teachings, is being questioned there. These 

exemplify a continual challenge to our intelligence, a buill-in mechanism 

in Buddhism to prevent us from becoming fundamentalists , from mistaking 

the raft for the far shore, from confusing the finger that points to the moon 

with the moon itself. If it weren't for this approach , we might easily say, "I 

know Buddhism very well ,n and then recite it all by rote and say, with mis

sionary zeal , "Because I have memorized all the words and believe them, I 

am savedl" 
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The Buddhist tradition bends over backward to prevent this from hap

pening. Some teachings are provisional , some are definitive, and it is up to 

us in each day and in each step of our spiritual maturation to reassess which 

is which . So is the statement ~the agent has only the quality of be ing 

unceasing" definitive o r provisional? It is essential that each of us take this 

back to our cushion and meditate on these words. When you attend to the 

agent, the observer, do you detect an unceasing quality? Do you agree or 

disagree with Great Boundless Emptiness? 

The Bhagavan asked, "0 Vajra of Mind. tell me, when you first arose, 

what was your source? Did you come from the earth and water, from 

fire, and from air and space, or did you originate from the four car

dinal directions, the eight directions, or from above or below? Inves

tigate whence you arose and that which arises, and analyze! likewise, 

investigate where you are now and what you are, and analyze! 

"Vajra of Mind" here means "unceasing mind." Vajra is the immutable , the 

enduring , the impenetrable , the adamantine. In a sense, the Teacher is 

applying a characterization or nickname to G reat Boundless Emptiness. 

"Likewise, investigate where you are now and what you are" and analyze 

them I This may not be comfo rtable. There are some sharp edges here . As 

you anal yze YOLL may encounter the afflictive emo tions, the turbulence and 

cacophony o f the mind. You may seek relief in shamatha, in the peace of 

that mentall y donnant state. But shamatha o nl y pacifies, it doesn't liberate . 

"If this so-called mind were located in the head, when a thorn 

pierced the foot. for instance, there would be no reason to experi

ence a sharp pain. If it were located in the feet , why would there be 

discomfort even if the head and limbs were amputated? Suppose it 

were located in the body as a whole. In that case, if unbearable 

regret or misery were t o arise in the mind when an external item

an article of clothing, a cup, a house, or some other possession-is 

taken away or destroyed by others, the mind would have to be 

located in them. If it were located inside the body, there would be 
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no one who identified with things outside. If it were located outside, 

there would be no one inside to cling or grasp on to the body. If it is 

presently located in the body, where will it be located when it sep· 

arates from the body? On what will it depend? 

Now the Teacher presents hypotheses, possibilities to investigate. The so· 

called mind is the observer-that which attends to, understands, knows 

appearances. You may identify with this so·called mind as "you"; for aren't 

you the one who knows, who observes appearances? 

Suppose you have a prized vase and then somebody comes along and 

shatters it. In response you shudder and weep, and maybe you go on griev. 

ing for a long time. Was your mind located in the vase Ihat was shattered? 

If not , why did you shuddeo Why do you grieve? Why do you hurt? Is 

your mind located there? Maybe that precious heirloom is a piece of cloth· 

ing, or a porcelain cup, or your great grandparents' house, or an antique car. 

Suppose you can't pay the mortgage on the house and it's taken away, or it's 

simply destroyed; you see your house go up in flames. As that happens, do 

you feel yourself burning? Is the mind located in the house? Is that why 

you're suffering so much regret and misery? "If it," this mind , "were located 

inside the body, there would be no one who identified with things out· 

side." If you are really in here-in your body- then your house can burn 

up, the heirlooms can be shattered, and it shouldn't be a problem. As far as 

you're concerned, that stuff is out there and you're in here. 

So where exactly are you located? "If it ," the mind, "were located outside, 

there would be no one inside to cling or grasp on to the body." Yet of course 

we do. If you step on my hand, I say "ouch ," Ihinking, '1"'hat's my body." If 
you do think your mind is inside your body, ask "in which part is it locatedi' 

Can it be located throughout, permeating your whole body? In that case, 

when the mind separates from the body, where is it located then ? On what 

will it depend? That question applies both to death and to sleep _ In dreams 

you experience you rself being in another environment, and oFten you seem 

to have a body. Where is the mind vis· a-vis the body lying in bed? Is it 

inside that body or outside? Is it nowhere at all? If so, what can that mean? 

To recap, the fundamental questions here are: Did you arise? Whence did 
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you arise7 1f you think you weren'l always here, if you th ink you are arising 

in some way-whether as a ~hum," or maybe afresh , perhaps differently 

from moment to moment-then where did you come from' Where are you 

now7 What are you now7 little questions like thatt 

Up to this point Bodhisattva Creat Boundless Emptiness has answered 

Samantabhadra's question about the true nature of samsa ra and nilVana , joy 

and sorrow, appearances and the mind, and so on with, "I have come to the 

conclusion that the agent has only the quality of being unceasing.H Then 

the Teacher has chal1enged him to probe more deeply because his initial 

answer is just one more conceptual superimposition , We are uying to move 

beyond that, beyond al1 of our habitual notions and learned ideas and so 

fo rth so that we can go right to direct perception and report from there. 

"If it," the mind, "is presently located in the body," which many people 

believe, ~where will il be located when it separates from the body] On what 

will it depend1' These are malVelous questions. Many people, including sci 

entists who study the mind-brain nexus, have an immediate answer for that. 

They would say the mind is presently located in the body, specifically in the 

brain . Where will it be located when it separates from the body~ It doesn't 

separate from the body. When the brain dies the mind vanishes. Of course 

they have no hard, scientific proof that this is so. Is there empirical evidence 

to the contrary, suggesting that the mind can separate from the body7 

In the West there are several areas that suggest strongly that the mind can 

do just that. There are reports of out-of-body experiences, studied by Bruce 

Greyson for example, and detailed accounts of children allegedly recalling 

their past -life experiences, as studied meticulously by Ian Stevenson.18 We 

also have the reports from yogis. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition there are 

teachings that enable you to create a special dream body. It can be gener

ated by means of completion-stage practice, and with it you can launch 

ou t into the universe and travel around . According to accounts by TIbetan 

yogis, you can experience valid perceptions of things that are far away 

while your nonnal body is fast asleep. So this is not just a lucid dream but 

a special dream body that goes wherever you direct the mind. You can visit 

pure lands, your home state, any place, and see it as if your eyes were actu 
ally there, hear it as if your ears were there .'9 
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When the mind separates from the body, it might travel in a special 

dream body o r, once the body dies , enter the after-death bardo. "On what 

does it depend~" We have described here a three -tiered model of the mind: 

the psyche , the substrate conscious ness, and, at the deepest level, primor

dial consciousness, or rigpa. T here are numerous examples of bo th yogi s 

and o rdinal)' people who have been able to access rigpa in such a way as 

to achieve supernormal powers such as clairvoyance and clairaudience. 

Since rigpa is beyond both space and time, this is a possible basis for such 

experiences. 

"Directly point out the body, face, and location of the one who is 

present. Investigate the location and environme nt, along with the 

size and so forth , of this being that is in charge. Look! Finally, you 

must investigate the ad of going and the one who goes; so observe 

the destination, path. and point of departure of the mind-the one 

doing everything-and watch how it moves. If you see the act of going 

and the one who goes, show me the size, form, shape, and color of 

the one who goes." 

Continu ing along the same lines, once more the Buddha, the Bhagavan , 

challenges Great Boundless Emptiness to point out the agent and its sur

round ings. H e doesn't mean "th ink about it"-he wants observation , empir

ical investigation. "Fi nally, you must investigate the act o f goi ng and the one 

who goes. " Go someplace, but have nothing on your mind apart from the 

sheer event of going, and let that be the sale focus of your attention. What 

does it mean to go, to walk, fo r example? As you are walking, choose a des 

tination, observe the destination, and then observe the path to get there and 

the "point of departure of the mind." Notice "the one doing evetything

and watch how it moves." 

T his is not like close application of mindfulness of the body within the 

practice of the fou r applications of mindfulness. There you are observing 

your body- your feet in touch wi th the ground, body movements, sensa 

tions, and so forth. This is much more subtle. The referent o f the word "it" 

is the mind. Watch how the mind moves. We're really interested in the 
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nature of this agent, and this is the fundamental theme of Dzogchen. let's 

just stick with the mind. Let's understand the mind, fathom the mind, plumb 

the dep ths of the mind. Everything else will be revealed as a consequence. 

The Buddha said, ~AlI phenomena are preceded by the mind. When the 

mind is comp~hended, all phenomena are comp~hended."lll 

"If you see the act of going and the one who goes, show me the size, 

form, shape, and color of the one who goes." Consider that when you're not 

being cautious, not being grilled on this question, you have the sensation 

that whereve r you are going, that is where your mind is going, too, right? 

If you are here, your mind is also. It isn't over yonder. So if you have the 

sense that your mind is in motion, observe exactly how the mind is in 

motion. What is the nature of the mind that's in motion as it goes from 

here to there] Lookl 

Great I:;:mptiness responded, "0 Teacher, Bhagavan. I have no eyes, 

so there is nothing that appears to me as form. likewise. I have no 

ears, so there is nothing that appears to me as sound. I have no nose. 

so there is nothing that appears to me as sme ll. I have no tongue, so 

there is nothing that appears to me as taste. I have no body, so there 

is nothing that appears to me as touch. e ither. 

The bodhisattva , who is a very quick study, rises to the challenge by look· 

ing not into a mirror but directly into the nature of awareness itself. He has 

withdrawn his awareness, because if you have your eyes wide open, of course 

there is form. The Buddha has di rected him, however, to ignore external 

phenomena, the body and so forth , and to probe the nature of the mind. 

Let's imagine Creat Boundless Emptiness has the power of samadhi , or 

focused concentration, and ca n draw the full force of awareness away from 

the physical senses, away from visua l forms, sound, and so forth----draw it 

purely into the domain of the mind, perhaps even right into the domain of 

the substrate consciousness. From that perspective he says, "I have no eyes, 

so there is nothing that appears to me as form." In his present mode of aware· 

ness, there are no forms, likewise for the appearances of the other senses. 
T his is an experience similar to deep sleep, but luminous deep sleep. 
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"Therefore, because I lack the five senses and their appearances, 

there is no I that arises. If the one who arises is not established as 

being real , then from this time onward, the so-called mind is not 

established as real either and is therefore nonexistent. Until now. 

there should have been something bearing attributes, called this 

being. Since I am unoriginated emptiness, the source of my origina

tion is empty. As to seeking the source, earth is something I have 

created. Similarly, all phenomena, including water, fire , air, and space, 

are nothing other than apparitions of self·grasping alone. This implies 

that the I that arises is nowhere to be found. 

One in terpre ta tion that may apply here is that Great Boundless Emptiness 

has withdrawn entirely into the substrate consciousness. There the five 

senses are completely dormant, as are the other mental faculties. There the 

sense of I itself is dormant. "If the one who arises"-the I, self, or agent

"is not established as being rea l, then from this time on ward , the so-call ed 

mind is no t es tablished as real either and is therefore nonexistent." When 

you are abiding in the substrate conSCiousness, you've temporaril y lost your 

mind . Your psyche is not there. Your self is not there explicitly. It has 

become dormant because there are no appearances. Even the mind itself 

was only an appari tion, and therefore it is nonexistent- nonexistent as in 

~not truly existent.~ It doesn't have any true, in herent existence of its own. 

It is only an appearance. 

Through observation the bodhisattva couldn't find any entity -bearing 

attributes-"this being" Saying "Since I am unoriginated empliness,~ he 

now begins to define himself; but continue to consider the possibilities for 

interpretation here: ~the source of my origination is empty.w In other words, 

~ I 'm not originating . I'm not coming from anywhere." Asked if he arose from 

earth , "on the cont rary," he responds. Earth is something he has created, 

conceptua lly imputed upon appeara nces of solidity and fi rmness . "Simi

larly. all phenomena, includi ng water, fire, air, and space, are nothi ng ot her 

than apparitions of self-grasping alone.w 

Bear in mind that the word "self" here could refer not only to the self of 

a person but to the identity of any phenomenon. Something arises, and 
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then we impute earth, water, fi re, air, space, and so forth to that arising 

phenomenon, and by that imputation it comes into existence. "This implies 

that the I that arises is nowhere to be found." A sense of self does arise, but 

out of what~ H ow deep is his realization here~ He doesn't tell us; he is just 

givi ng us his experience. 

Consider two possibilities, the first being: Through the practice of 

shamatha, he has arrived at the substrate consciousness. There is no "[",. 

there are no physical sensations. The mental experiences of a sense of per~ 

sonal identity and so forth are all simply arising as manifestations or appari

tions of the substrate consciousness. It's empty-"l am unoriginated 

emptiness." He is not finding any origin or basis from which the substrate 

consciousness emerges. Furthermore, all subsequent appearances in the 

waking state, when he's engaging with physical reality, are merely appari

tions of the substrate, the empty, luminous space of the mind. Just as all sen

sa!)' and mental appearances arise from this space , so do all subjective 

mental processes of the coarse mind arise from the substrate consciousness. 

What is the nature of the appearances arising? As they appear we lock on 

to them, we cast them within our conceptual grid filled with definitions 

and language , and we say, "Ah, that's earth , that's waler, fire , air, space," and 

everything else. The term for this is sdf-grasping , whether it's directed toward 

yourself, other people, or other phenome na. As you approach the apparent 

location of the reified object and finally arrive at that place, there's noth

ing. There never was anything, only an appearance of it being there. 

Here is the other possibility regarding the depth of the bodhisattva's 

experience: When he says, "I am unoriginated emptiness," he may have 

actually experienced shcmyata , emptiness, which is much deeper than the 

substrate. H as he broken all the way through and fathomed the ultimate 

nature of reality, seen directly that all phenomena are dependently related 

events, each one devo id of, empty of, any inherent nature of its own7 Can 

we te[[7 

Now he identifies himself. Where does he abide? 

"I am the nonabiding nature of emptiness, so there is no place I dwell. 

As for the so-called body: Sores, swelling, goiters, ulcers, and so on 
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may arise in the body that appears in the waking state, but they are 

not present in the dream body. And sores, swelling. goiters. and ulcers 

that appear to afflict the body and limbs in a dream are absent in the 

waking state. During the waking state, the body may be wounded or 

beaten as punishment by a king, but this does not appear on the 

dream body. If it happens in a dream, it is not present on the body in 

the waking state. Similarly, location, environment, and their possessor, 

whether they appear to be outside or are grasped as being inside, 

are all nothing more than my own appearances. 

"Therefore I do not abide in either edernal or internal phenom

ena, nor do edernal or internal phenomena abide in me. They are 

apparitions of self-grasping, like a magician's illusion, but they are 

not created intentionally, as in the case of a magician and his magic. 

The self arises. so external appearances arise automatically, but they 

have no location. Even if you investigate the agent and the destina

tion, tke one who moves and the destination have no objective exis

tence, so they do not go with the nature of me and mine. 

For the time being let's maintain the hypothesis that he is referring to the 

substrate consciousness and nothing more . Is there anything here indicat

ing that he's referring to something beyond that? From the perspective of 

the substrate consciousness, the appearance of your body in the waking 

state is neither more nor less real than your body in the dream state or in 

the after-death barda because these appearances all emerge from the sub

strate. The so-called physical body can have sores and illness and so on in 

the waking state, but they are not present in the dream body. You can have 

a perfectly good body in the dream state no matter how malfonned your 

body is in the waking state and have yet another body with different char· 

acteristics in the after-death bardo. Those are three different bodies, all 

ariSing from the same source, but what happens in one is not necessarily 

happening in the others. In fact , they are usually different. 

MAli phenomena appear, yet they are not other than the domain of 

the self. Moreover, as the body, speech. and mind have never 
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existed separately, their appearances are of the same taste. In all 

waking appearances, dream appearances, and appearances after 

this life, the body, speech, and mind are indistinguishable from me. 

So this is certain: the one who goes and the destination are not real 

phenomena." 

" 

When Great Boundless Emptiness says that all phenomena are not other 

than the domain of the self, is he referring to rigpa] Has he gone that deep] 

I still see no evidence yet that he's gone beyond the substrate consciousness. 

He has already spoken of how the mind can leave the body and speech 

can become mute, so in a way they are distinct. However, what he must 

mean here is that all experiences of speech are never separate from the 

mind. They are no more than expressions, appearances to the mind. like

wise, all experiences of the body are no more than appearances of mind. We 

have never had any contact with our own or anyone else's body or speech 

that existed separately or apart from our own minds. All you ever experi

ence are appearances to the mind. 

How can we experience the appearances of body, speech, and mind as 

one taste] One way is, when doing the simple practice of mindfulness of 

breathing, to on occasion let your awareness suffuse the whole body, but 

with as little conceptual superimposition as possible. Let go of imagining 

what you think your body looks like. See if you can set aside all the super· 

impositions based upon memory of your body's appearance and let your 

awareness be as naked as possible. Si mpl y observe what's being presented 

to the tactile sense, moment to moment-the rhythms, the buzzing, the 

tingling , the movements. While you are attending in that way, observing 

the rhythm of the in- and out-breaths, you may also become aware of 

thoughts and images . It may then occu r to you that these thoughts and 

images are not happening at a location different from your body. The body 

to which you are attending is not demarcated with one area having tactile 

sensations and images, while thoughts occur someplace else. The domain 

of experience of the body is simply a subset of the domain of experience of 
the mind. They are neither separate nor adjacent. All experience of the 
body is nothing more than sensations arising to the mind . 
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In simi lar fashion the bodhisattva says that the appearances of body, 

speech , and mind in the waking state, in dreams, and after death "are indis 

tinguishable from me." That is, they do not exist apart from me , separate 

from me , of another nature from me . What is the referent of me here] I 

maintain that he is referri ng only to the subst rate consciousness . 

MIND'S ESSENTIAL NATURE 

The Bhagavan commented, "0 Vajra of Mind, investigate the dimen

sions of your so-called mind; then determine and recognize its essen

tial nature. Are external space and the internal mind the same or 

different? If they are the same, the essential nature of the mind must 

be space. If they are different, you would have to agree that space 

in a dream, space in the daytime, and space after this life are not the 

same but different. If the earlier space ceases and later types of 

space arise, one after the other, each space would be subject to 

transformation, creation, and destruction. In that case, determine 

the causes and conditions from which they arise. If space actually 

appears in the daytime due to the sun rising in the morning, doesn't 

the sun cause it to appear in a dream and after this life? Or is it the 

clear light of your own mind? Don't just give thi s lip service; instead, 

penetrate it with certainty." 

Recall that the Teacher-the Lake-Born Vajra, Padmasam bhava, Samanta

bhadra-is addressing the bodhisattva who said that when he looks within, 

what he sees has "the quality o f being unceasing. " Also bear in mind the 

overall context to this point : Show us the path to liberation ... the path 

with which we may "achieve the state of the fully perfected Buddha 

Samantabhadra in one lifetime and with one body." And the teaching being 

given takes the mind as the path as preliminary for ascertaining the ultimate 

nature of phenomena, emptiness, which is then taken as the path leading 

to the realization of buddha nature. 

If you are going to take the mind as your path , you must get a good sense 

of what it is. W hat is th is so-called mind] Does it have shape, color, or 
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size) Find the dimensions of your so-called mind, "then determine and rec

ognize its essential nature." What is it about your mind that makes it your 

mind rather than someth ing else' If I say, "Make your Hawaiian shirt your 

path ," you must know how to recognize that Hawaiian shirt amid every

thing else. It 's as prosa iC as that. There are certain defining characteristics 

of a Hawaiian shirt by which you can identify it from other things. If you 

know the defining characteristics you go right through your wardrobe and 

pick it out. 

In teachings on the mind, the word ~space" comes up rather frequently. 

Upon examination you may see boundless space, empty space, luminous 

space, or black space-deep space. ~Are external space and the internal 

mind the same or different]" This is the Buddha once again in terrogating 

Great Boundless Emptiness. Let's identify external space experientially. You 

can see it, can't you' Look over yonder. Can you see the space between 

yourself and another person' If you look out a window at mountains in the 

distance, can you see the space between yourself and the mountains over 

there' Not on ly can you see the mountains way over yonder, but you can 

see the space. Everyone can. That's what we call space-that emptiness 

between you and me or you and the mountains. Moreover that space is 

li mpid and clear. 

We are more likely to attend to the objec ts we view than the space 

around them because we have those habits and imprints. Some of them are 

from our previous lives but others are from our body-the genes we have 

inherited from our forbears, our parents-a long with the behavioral exam

ples they've given us. So we have two tracks operating here-that of evo

lution and that of the individual substrate consciousness---merging together 

into what we call a "human life." 

From the evolutionary track we are well prepared to be able to ascertain , 

identify, and engage spec ifically with things that are moving. This has 

helped us survive. If something intends to eat you, and if you intend to 

avoid being eaten , or if you yourself are after prey, movement is of the 

utmost importance . We are geared to identify movement quickly. If you 

were gazi ng out at some vast valley and there was somebody down there 
holding very still five hundred yards away, you probably wouldn't see him. 
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If that person moves a tiny bit, however, you will notice. You pick him 

out , identify him, and see that he is there. So we are geared for move

ment , and more broadly speaking we are geared to identify objects, 

because if there's someth ing out there to eal, to run away from, or to mate 

with , it is going to be an object-something in space. Our senses, then , are 

geared to identify, focus on, and thereby reify objects, especia lly those 

that move. From an evolutionary or biological perspective, that helps us to 

survive and procreate . 

We also operate from a variety of perspectives or influences-spiritual 

and psychological , as well as biological. In the words of William James: 

"For the moment, what we attend to is reality."ll For the reasons I've men· 

tioned, most of the time we are attending to objects; they are our reality. 

So if space is to become real for you, you have to attend to it . It is not 

something that we are narurally wired to do from a biological perspective. 

Nevertheless, we can do it . We can develop that habit, become more and 

more familiar with attending to space. In so doing, space will become more 

real for us. 

Now we have this fascinating question: ~Are external space and the inter

nal mind the same or different]" When speaking of the internal mind, the 

Bhagavan is not saying the mind is really inside. He is referring to the way 

we think of an "outside world" versus the world we experience when we 

dose our eyes and look "inside." We have the sense that the mind is some

how within, rather than ex isting in external space. Now, are they the same 

or different] 

~ If they are the same, the essential nature of the mind must be space." 

That's one possibility. On the other hand , "if they are different, you would 

have to agree that space in a dream, space in the daytime, and space after 

this life," fo r example, in the after-death bardo, "are not the same but dif

ferent. If the earlier space ceases," as you go from one of these transitional 

phases to another-from the transitional phase of daytime experience, to 

that of dream time experience, to the phase of the bardo--then in each case 

a different space arises. 
As you fall asleep your physical senses retract, and passing through deep 

sleep you emerge into another space, say dreaming. If the previous space, 
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before fall ing asleep , ceases , does it simply vanish] Is it extinguished? If at 

one moment you are observing the space around you and then later your 

senses withdraw into sleep , does the previous space become nonexistent 

and another entirely new space arise, namely the space of dreams? If so, 

"each space would be subject to transformation , creation, and destruction." 

They would arise freshly, linger for a while, and then be destroyed. If that 

were the case, the Teacher challenges LIS to find the causes and conditions 

from which they arise. 

In Buddhism, when you see "causes and conditions," "causes" refers to 

substantial causes, and "conditions" refers to cooperative conditions. Fur~ 

thermore, any fruit, any consequence, arises in dependence upon at least 

one substantial cause and at least one cooperative condition. Consider the 

hypothesis that the space of a dream arises at the outset of the dream and 

is then destroyed when the dream comes to an end. While it is present, or 

as it arises, that space is a conditioned phenomenon, rising in dependence 

upon callses and conditions. What is the substantial cause for the space of 

the dream ? What actually transforms into the space of the dream ? By what 

is the space of the dream conditioned? Likewise for the space of the day

time and the space of the after-death bardo: What is transformed into them 

and by what are they conditioned? Determine the causes and conditions 

from which those three types of space arise. Consider that just as various 

mental states and processes arise from the substrate consciousness through

out the waking state, the dream state, and in the bardo, so do all experiences 

of space arise from the continuum substrate, which flows throughout all 

these experiences. None of these appearances of space or its contents is 

any more real than the others. These simply arise from and disappear back 

into this flow of the space of the mind. 

Moving on to the next question , if the sun, as an external source of illu

mination out there in space, is necessary as a cooperative condition to illu

minate ordinary space, so that it actually manifests , then shouldn't there 

also be an external source in a dream that illuminates its space as a cooper

ative condition and a similar source in the after-death bardo? 

What does physics tell us about the light supposedly emanating from 

the sunt We can view light as either electromagnetic waves or as photon 
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particles. Looking at ligh t as particles-that is, as photons-the nuclear 

activity of the sun emits an enonnous quantity of them at various freque n

cies and in all directions. Physics says that these wave or particle Ulight~ 

emissions from the sun are not bright, they have no color. By themselves, 

they don't look like anything . They are not self-illuminating. 

The sun in and of itself is not yellow, nor are the photons being distrib

uted by it yellow, nor is the su n intrinsicall y bright, nor are the photons 

bright, nor are the electromagnetic waves distributed by the sun bright . So 

where is all of this light we see coming from] Sen tient beings possess eyes 

and all of the visual hardware connecting the retina to the visual cortex. 

When those invisible photons strike the retina , they trigge r a complex 

sequence of e lectrochemical events-though the process is poorly under

stood by science-and the end result is the perception of light. 

So we could say that the photons coming in to our eyes and the sequence 

of electrochemical eventS from the retina back to the visual cortex are all 

cooperative conditions fo r the experience of light. Nothing in the head is 

bright-not the ret ina, nOt the opt ic neIVe, not the visual cortex. When all 

of these electrochemical eve nts in the brain , stimu lated by the photons of 

very specific frequencies (hence seeing yellow, red, and so forth ), act as 

cooperative condit ions, they then influence the flow of visual perception . 

Thus visual perception arises-but from what] What is the substantia l 

cause of visual perception? It is the preceding continuum of visual percep

tion , or if you just woke up, it emerges from the substrate consciousness. A 

stream of mental awareness-the substant ial cause-transforms into visual 

perception, which is then conditioned by the electrochemical events in the 

brain , which in turn are influenced by photons comi ng in from the outside 

environment. 

We now arrive at a very interesting conclusion: in order to appear, light 

and color requi re consciousness . This has in fact been known by science for 

centuries-back 10 the time of Descartes and even a lot earlier. Descartes, 

Galileo, and many other pioneers of the scienti fic revolution drew a dis

tinction between ~secondary attributes," such as light and sou nd that arise 
on ly relative to sensory perception, and Hprimary attributes,~ such as loca

lion and mass that exisl independently of se nsory perception. Color and 
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light, being secondaty attributes, don't exist without consciousness, So con

sciousness is actually the source of illumination , making all appearances to 

the senses manifest. The photons and all the electrochemical events in the 

brain are merely cooperative conditions allowing consciousness to illumi

nate in specific ways-as gold, as red, as blue, and so on, When we gaze at 

the sun , what we are seeing, metaphorically speak ing, is the light of con

sc iousness. Were there no consciousness the sun would be invisible. It 

would not be light, it would not be bright, and it certainly would not be yel

low. There is someth ing about the particular types of cooperative condi

tions coming from the sun that enable the light of consciousness to blaze 

so brilliantly. The source of illumination of the sun is the observing mind, 

and it is the same for candles, and lamps, and any other source of illumi

nation. They are simpl y expressions of the radiance of awareness. 

So, returning to our question , could it be that there is a single source 

that illuminates space , be it in the waking state , in the dream state , or in the 

after-death bardo, namely, the innate luminosity of your own awareness

"the clear light of your own mind?" "Don't just give this lip service," says the 

Bhagavan, and don't believe what I have just suggested on my authority; 

"instead, penetrate it with certainty." Pursue it. Pursue it experientially, pur

sue it cognitively, but come to certainty: What is illuminating the world and 

what gives rise to space? 

Great Boundless Emptiness responded, ~o Teacher, Bhagavan, the 

essential nature of my mind is definitely space. During the daytime. 

earth. water, fire, air. oneself, others, form, sound. smell, taste, touch, 

and mental objects are displayed in the domain of space. grasped by 

the conceptual mind. In dream appearances as well, the ground of 

the mind appears as space, and the entire world, its inhabitants, and 

sense objects are all displayed as they were before. After this life 

too, the essential nature of the mind appears as space. and in that 

domain the entire world. its inhabitants. and sense objects appear 

in the same way, they are held by the mind, and one is deluded over 

and over again. 
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Again, here the bodhisattva is speaking not of the mind's ultimate nature but 

its relative characteristics by means of which you can identify mind versus 

that which is not mind. The objects of the mind "are displayed in the 

domain of space, grasped by the conceptual mind ." Recall that all grasping 

is not necessarily reification. All the gradations of grasping boil down to 

two main categories: grasping where standard conceptual designations are 

used to communicate but where no reification is implied and grasping 

where reification does take place. The grasping to which the bodhisattva 

refers is of the first category. So objects of the mind are displayed- they 

reveal themselves-and are grasped; that is , they are identified as such . 

''This is form, this is smell, taste, earth, water." The act of designating is 

perfonned by the conceptual mind. 

likewise in dreams "the entire world," the entire dream world , "its inhabi· 

tants, and sense objects are all displayed as they were before. " That is, they 

seem to arise very simi larly to the way they arise in the waking state . In this 

environment they are clearly arising in the space of the mind. "After this life, 

too"-here he's referring specifically to the after-death bardo--"the essential 

nature of the mind appears as space, and in that domain the entire world, its 

inhabitants, and sense objects appear in the same way." Keep in mind that the 

world of the after-death bardo overlaps with our world. For instance, there are 

ghosts floating around, looking at their dead bodies or seeing their grieving 

relatives. This is why, from the TIbetan tradition , for up to seven weeks after 

a person has died, if you think of that person, it is believed that he or she may 

perceive those thoughts. Ghosts are clairvoyant . So when you think of them, 

do so with benevolent thoughts and help them on their way. 

Whenever grasping occurs, chances are, out of sheer habit, that one is 

continually deluded. Why? By first reifying and then following our "natural" 

habitual patterns, manifestations of craving and aversion and all the mental 

afflictions ensue, resulting in deluded behavior. 

"Therefore space, self. others. and all sense objects are of one 

taste-they are certainly not separate. Moreover. it is the luminosity 

of space itself. and nothing else. that makes appearances manifest. 

The essential nature of the mind and its ground is space itself. Vari-
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ous appearances occur in the realm of mental cognition-limpid, 

dear, forever-present consciousness. The display of these appear

ances is like the reflections in a mirror or the images of planets and 

stars in a pool of limpid, clear water. 

" 

Ahhough on one level self and OIhers and so forth are different, they are not 

fundamentally, radically separate. "Moreover, it is the luminosity of space 

itself," in reference to the space of the mind, "and nothing else, that makes 

appearances manifest." Again, the sun, the moon, and all other external 

sources of illumination are bright because your mind is bright. There is 

only one source of illumination for the entire world: consciousness, which 

is nondual with space. Because consciousness makes manifest, or illumi

nates, all the appearances that arise in the space of the mind, space itself is 

said to be luminous. 

Suppose you were to observe the space above a nearby object. What's 

there] Empty space, right] Then imagine a round, red apple in that space. 

Where did this image come from ? You didn't pull it out of a shopping bag 

and place it there. It emerged from the empty space of your mind and is 

simply an expression of the luminosity that was already there. The lumi· 

nous, em pty space above the object took on the contours of an apple. It was 

the luminosity of that space that allowed for the appearance of an apple. 

What is the ground of your psyche] It's the substrate consciousness, the 

alayavijfiQlM . So when he speaks of space being the ground of the essential 

nature of the mind, he is not referring to the ultimate ground here. He is 

venturing into the domain of consciousness accessed by shamatha, not the 

ultimate ground awareness that is accessed by Dzogchen. We can be sure 

he is not speaking of rigpa because he speaks of the dichotomy between 

external space and the internal mind. 

The bodhisattva describes the realm of mental cognition as "limpid, dear, 

forever-present consciousness." The mind has its own realm, its own space, 

and appearances occur in that space---during the daytime, during dream

ing, and during the after-death bardo. He com pares those appearances to 
~the reflections in a mirror or the images of planets and stars in a pool of 

limpid, clear water." Those two metaphors will recur many times in thi s 
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lext. Traditionall y, there are ten standard metaphors illustrating the illu

sory nature of phenomena , and in some instances all ten of them are men

tioned . Here he is using just two of them: renections in a mirror and images 

of planets and stars in a pool of water. 

If you hold up a mirror and look at some scene reflected there , the scene 

you are viewing appears to be somewhere off in the distance. As you know, 

however, in a mirror there is nothing ~over there~ that corresponds to what 

you are seeing and to where you are objectively fOCUSing your attention . 

We typically look at a scene in a mirror, a camera lens, or directly with our 

eyes and believe that the object of our attention exists from its own side, 

but that object is empty of inherent existence. Concerning the images of 

the planets and stars billions of miles away, for all practical purposes there 

is no difference between staring at the night sky and looking into a reflect

ing pool at your feet. In either case , when you view reflections of, or look 

directly at , planets and stars, you are effectively gazing into infinity. Mir

ror, camera lens, and eyes-they cannot distinguish this distance from infin

ity. So for all practical purposes you are now gazing at infinity, looking 

through planet eanh to the stars, and that's exactly, objectively where the 

image is. And the image is completel y empty of any true planets or stars. 

THE SOURCE OF APPEARANCES 

HOnce limpid, clear consciousness has withdrawn into the central 

domain of pervasive, empty space, it has been directed inward. At 

that time, the mind and all appearances disappear as they com· 

pletely dissolve into an ethically neutral, pervasive void. Through 

the power of self-grasping, the essential nature of this great. perva

sive vacuity-the basis of phenomena-arises as the mind and its 

thoughts. This is certain. Since space and luminosity are nothing 

other than the mind, the mind itself becomes self and others by the 

power of the contributing circumstance of its radiant darity. 

Having withdrawn from external space, away from the senses, limpid, dear, 

transparent, and luminous consciousness has come into itself, come into the 
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nature of the mjnd~"it has been directed inward." This is what he means by 

di recting awareness inward~away from the sense fields , away perhaps even 

from the objects of the mind , and right into the central domain of pervasive, 

empty space. At that point the mind and all appearances-your psyche

disappears. Your mind dissolves in to the substrate consciousness , and all 

appearances dissolve into the substrate. 

The substrate consciousness isn't really empty. It's like an ocean of 

"potential energy,~ from which the "kinetic energy" of the appearances of 

the mind emerge. Only now you have withdrawn limpid clear conscious~ 

ness not on ly from the sense fields , bur away from internal chi tchat, from 

images-away from all of the mind's conten ts-such that what you expe

rience is empty and free of appearances. At that moment your mind, your 

psyche, has vanished. You have lost your mind insofar as the mind is some

thing you designate on that vast array of mental processes that character

ize the mind in action. With the mind now donnant, all that remains is the 

ground of the mind, the substrate consciousness, that from which the mind 

emerges. 

"At that time, the mind and all appearances disappear as they completely 

dissolve into an ethically neutral , pervasive void." That is precisely the sub

strate. The tenn "ethically neutral" is the tip-off. (Note that I have translated 

the Tibetan word tongpa here as "void" rather than "empty," so that the reader 

won't mistake it for emptinm. ) As awareness is withdrawn from the sense 

fields , they disappear, they "go flat ," leaving a void that is ethically neutral. 

Since that is the substrate, it is can finned that what Creat Boundless Empti 

ness has been building up to here is not Dzogchen. Rather, this has been 

an in troduction to the practice of shamatha. 

"Through the power of self-grasping," again referring not just to grasp

ing on to the personal selF but grasping on to the identity of any object, "the 

essential nature of this great , pervasive vacuity-the basis of phenomena

arises as the mind and its thoughts. " This is not the basis of reality as a 

whole, but this is the basis for the continuum of your experiences from life

time to lifetime_ What is it that arouses the substrate consciousness to take 

on the guise of a mind--be it a human mind, a frog's mind, or a deva's mind? 

(The substrate consciousness itself doesn't belong exclusively to anyone 
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class of sentient beings. It manifests for beings of all the six realms). It is 

through the power of self-grasping that the substrate consciousness-the 

basis of all your experiences-manifests apparitions like a magician. "This 

is certain.N 

"Since space and luminosity are nothing other than the mindU-what he 

is stating here is even more astounding than the notion that the light of the 

sun is as expression of consciousness. He is saying that lum inosity and now 

even space are nothing other than the mind. Furthermore, "the mind itself 

becomes self and others by the power of the contributing circumstance of 

its rad iant clarity." 

As 1 commented earlier, grasping, in and of itself, does not au tomatically 

imply reification. It is merely an act of identification. The mind reaches 

out and conceptually designates: "Over there, that's Jane." No mental afflic

tion or delusion is implied. Conventiona ll y speaking, jane is there. By way 

of self-grasping, in this case grasping on to Jane's self, I am provided with 

ohjects---objects with attributes such as the color of Jane's hair, her height, 

talents, personal hi story, and so on. How does something over there have 

all of these things] By the power of conceptual designation. Somebody 

designates jane, and as soon as there is a designation upon a basis-in this 

case jane's body-I can identify her as such. What is it that enables there 

to be an attri bute bearer, a part bearer, a clothing bearer, a mind bearer] 

Conceptual designation puts it all together. 

Self-grasping, or conceptual designation, on the one hand and radiant 

clarity on the 0 1 her are two different things. They are not competing; they 

are worki ng together. When looking over in the direction of Jane, had the 

radiant clarity of my awareness not seen colors and images arising, I 

wouldn't be able to bring up the designation "body," nor "Jane's body,H let 

alone "Jane." Therefore it is not a purely conceptual process that provides 

us wit h the basic appearances themselves. Also bear in mind that the radi o 

ant clarity of awa reness docs not refer exclusively to the visual mode. The 

luminosity of awareness also manifests as smells, touch , earth , water, fire , 

and air, as well as all other phenomena. So the ap~arances themselves are 
rising from the luminosity of consciousness. 

Whence do these appearances arise] From the space of consciousness. 
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The appearances arise , and then out of habituation we identify familiar 

objects. I've seen a lot of people in the past who look a lot like Jane, who 

have a head , two legs, and so on- I am able to identify Jane as "human 

being, female ." I had her bracketed as soon as I met her because I'd seen the 

likes of her before. We might say that for this tapestry of experience the 

space of the mind is the substantial cause-the "yarn" of appearances-and 

the mind that designates objects is the cooperative condition, the "weaver" 

that is weaving them. That's the grasping, and it may be innocuous, as in the 

simple designation, ''There's Jane." 

Hence, objects arise (1) in dependence upon prior causes and condi. 

tions. They arise (2) in dependence upon their own qualities o r attributes. 

Were the qualities missing, the object would not appear. Last , they arise (3 ) 

by the power of conceptual designation. If you take away the object's 

causes , it's not there. If you take away the attributes, it's not there. If you 

take away the conceptual designation , there's no object that has the quali

ties we attribute to it. 

To extend our understanding of this, let us delve more deeply into bases 

of designation. Suppose we were to cast our glance at Mount Everest, whose 

image, whose visual attributes, we are fam iliar with. Looking up at Mount 

Everest, we have a strong sense that of course there's really something over 

there and that the mountain really exists from its own side . Fine. Next, as a 

thought experiment, take away all those attribu tes by which we identify 

Mount Everest- its distinctive peak , the massive walls of snow and ice 

below, its height, location, contours, and so forth. What happened to Mount 

Everest? It becomes obvious that the particular mountain that has those 

attributes is something designated by the mind because now it is nowhere to 

be found . The fact that it has "this" and doesn't have "that"-the demarca

tions of Mount Everest as opposed to the adjacent valleys and moun ta ins

is arbitrary. There is nothing from the side of the object that says, "I begin 

here and I stop there." So it is the power of conceptual designation that 

demarcates Mount Everest from that around it which is not Mount Everest 

and then allows for Mount Everest to hav( various features. Wi thout con

ceptual designation Mount Everest does not exist. It exists as soon as it is des

ignated. [t stops existing as soon as it is no longer designated as such. 
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Taking this a litt le hlrther, who art Wt before we set out taking the mind 

as our path:.> What is the mind-the vehicle, the vessel with which we are 

to go from here to the ground of the mind , to achieve shamatha, and use 

that accomplishment as a basis for future explorations? Again using jane as 

an example , as I look her over, I see her body, but that is not Jane; that's 

only a chunk of flesh . That body is a basis of designation , but it is not 

jane. Then I might hear Jane's voice on the telephone and say, "Oh, that's 

jane," using her voice as the basis of designation , but this too is not Jane. 

Now suppose Jane were alone in a sensory deprivation tank . She is 

deprived of the five sensory modalities of her physical sensations. It is 

pitch dark, completely si lent , there is no motion, and she has no clear-cut 

sense of her body. While in that tank thoughts, memories, images , and so 

forth are arising in Jane's mind . She says to herself, "Here I am. I must be 

here." An image of her face comes to mind. Still none of these arising 

mental phenomena are jane. 

Body, speech, and mind are often the bases of designation of a person. 

jane could be standing in the bathroom, looking into the mirror, and think· 

ing "H ere [ am ," and could designate herself on the basis of her body, 

speech , and/or mind. Anyone wil l do . But none of these three o r any com· 

bination of them isJane. Nonetheless, using the body, speech, and/or mind 

is a valid, conventional basis on which to say 'Jane's there ." 

As another example, the mind is deSignated upon the basis of anything 

that arises within it. Even so, no single thing that arises, no event that arises 

in the space of Jane's mind-an emotion, an image, a thought- none of 

those are jane's mind either, any more than any particular cell in your hand 

is a hand. Nevertheless, upon the basis of the collections of cells in your 

hand, the hand can be designated . I could just stick my pinky through a 

doorway, and you would say, "Oh, that's Alan's hand ." You don't need to see 

all of the hand. Otherwise you'd never be able to designate the hand, 

because you nw(r see all of it. You see only the front side and 1 see only the 

back side. So likewise, upon the basis of things that are not the mind- a 

thought , an image, consciousness, mental events-you designate your 

mind. None of them are your mind. likewise with jane, by way of body, 

speech, or mind- none of which are Jane- we can validly deSignate Jane, 
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and that Jane we have designated can perform and experience all kinds of 

things. 

Now let's place Jane totally out of con tact with her body. It could be in 

the after-death bardo, where there is no physical body, or she could be in 

deep sleep, or in the dream state . In the dream state you are really out of 

touch with the body, meaning that you don't have any kind of conscious 

experience of it . So let's set aside the body, and let's set aside Jane's speech. 

We will even set aside Jane's mind, remembering that we have defined 

"mind" as pertaining to the matrix of mental events that arises in depend

ence upon the substrate consciousness, influenced by a myriad of factors 

from the body, environmen t, and so on. We have gone down to the ground, 

to the substrate consciousness, where Jane has lost her mind. The mind is 

dormant. There's only the substrate consciousness, which carries on from 

lifetime to lifetime, has no beginning and no end, and manifests like magic 

as all types of forms and all kinds of minds. 

Is the substrate consciousness a person? No. It's a continuum of con

sciousness . But lei's suppose that Jane is here, reading this or receiving these 

teachings . For me to turn to her and say, "You are here now because of 

karma you accumulated in past li ves~ could be a conventionally valid state

ment . When I ask her, what is the basis of that first ~you"] Jane, the person 

who lives now didn't exist in past lives. Maybe she is now fifty years o ld . 

She didn't exist a hundred years ago . In my statement , "You are here now 

because of karma you accumulated in past lives," the basis of deSignation for 

the second ~yoll" is her subst rate consciousness. That's the connection 

between her existence now and her past lives. 

Moreover, if in another lifetime she was "Billy Boblt-that was a different 

person. In that case I couldn't say "you," because he is not that you. Billy Bob 

has his own body, speech , and mind, each of which could serve as the basis 

of deSignation for him, but he shares the same continuum of the substrate 

consciousness asJane. The substrate consciousness is not a person , but upon 

the basis of that continuum of mental conSCiousness, it is perfectly valid to 

say, "You are here because of karma you accumulated in past lives." 

Similarly, J may say, "If you continue to practice, you will , in this or in 
some future life, become a buddha." The basis of designation is not necessarily 
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your present body, especially not if I say "in some future life." By then you 

will have lost this body. It will have become bones, earth, dust . It has noth· 

ing to do with you in some hlture lifetime. It is limited within the context 

of a single human life within the broader context of samsara. 

Now let's take a much wider view, broadened out to the vision of 

Dzogchen. From that perspective we can say: Jane, it is valid for you right 

now to say, "I am a buddha.~ What's the basis of designation in this case? 

Unless you are a buddha , it would be ridiculous to designate yourself as a 

buddha on the basis of your ordinary body, speech , or mind. That's not 

valid in any sense of the lenn , likewise, on the basis of your substrate con

SCiousness, which carries on from countless past lifetimes, to say that you 

are a buddha is false as well. Upon that basis you can say that you are a se n

tient being. However, upon the basis of the dhannakaya, which is always 

present, upon the basis of rigpa, which is always present, upon Ibal basis of 

dcsignation, which after all is not a person either, you can designate an I, 

saying, ul am a buddha.~ That is valid. Each case has a different basis of des

ignation. None of those bases of designation are persons. But to impute a 

person on anyone of those three is perfectly valid. It's not valid, however, 

to mix them up. 

Is conceptual designation our exclusive gateway to knowledge? For us 

as ordinary beings, that which enablcs us to identify anything is the power 

of conceptual designation. For us, presently, the uunmediated realization 

of emptiness" may be beyond imagination. Stil1, there are ways of know

ing that do not entail conceptual designation. Docs that mean that when 

you've become an arya- abiding in meditative equipoise, realizing emptio 

ness nonconceprually-since your whole conceptual apparatus is com

pletely dormant, you don't know anything? You do know, but you know 

nonconceptually, in an unimaginable way, an unprecedented way, where 

there's a knowing arising from a nondual awareness of what you know. From 

that perspective there's no sense of a subject or an object, for you have 

transcended the dichotomy of subject and object. 

Let us suppose you are an arya and you've told me you are about to slip 
into a nonconceptual realization of emptiness. Next, I tell some other per

son that you are now realizing emptiness. This is valid discourse from my 



TAKING THE MIND AS THE PATH 

perspective. From your perspective in the nonconceptual reali zation of 

emptiness, however, this means nothing at all , because you are completely 

out of the loop of co nceptual designation and language. Just as the non

conceptual realization of emptiness does not entail conceptual designation 

or identi ficatio n, because conceptualization is not happening, the same is 

true for rigpa. We hear Dzogchen teachings-all of them aimed at a non

dual realization of that which is ineffable and inconceivable. Our text, the 

Vajra Essrocr , is one of countless books designed to help us gain that real

ization. We hear about rigpa and gain a conceptual understanding of it. 

The teachings themselves are a bridge that first of all provides us with some 

pointers of where to attend and how to attend. Then, just as in the process 

of realizing emptiness, when the conceptual veils become thinner and thin

ner and are then gone, the same occurs with rigpa. The language is there, 

the teachings are there, the pointing-out instructions are there to give us a 

glim pse . We then follow that taste and slowly shrug off our conceptual 

veils and processes of conceptual identification. 

Recall this phrase from the root text, which we examined near the begin

ning of this chapter: "When the body and mind separate, experiences of joy 

and sorrow-reaching up to the state of enlightenment or down to the 

three realms of samsara-are all due to the mental consciousness delusively 

engaging with objects." When I translated that, 1 thought, "What? Reach

ing up to enlightenment," This accomplishment , enlightenment , is all due 

to mental consciousness delusiody engaging with objects? It doesn't seem to 

make any sense . Gyatrul Rinpoche offers this comment: "Although one 

does not reach the state of buddhahood by the mind deludedly engaging 

with objects , since awareness is primordially pure, your awareness right 

now is primordially pure; the sense that it reaches a state of enlightenment 

is due solely to one's mental constructs." Therefore, the whole notion of 

progressing along the path and eventually achieving enlightenment makes 

sense only within the context of a mind de1udedly engaging with concep

tual constructs. From one angle it may seem ironic, but it makes perfect 

sense that the deluded, impure, conventional mind plays an im portant, pos

itive role in leading you on the path to enlightenment . What is it after all 

that reminds you to practice? 
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TW£ FRUITS OF PRACTICE 

"By taking the mind itself as the path, a person of superior facul

ties directly actualizes the nature of e:l!istence of suchness-ulti

mat e reality-and realizes the consummation of samsara and 

nirvana, achieving liberation in the absolute domain of pristine 

space. A person of average faculties achieves certainty in the form

less realm, and a person of inferior faculties e:l!periencesjoy in the 

form realm. For a person of the lowest faculties, the path is e:l!pe

rienced as happiness in the desire realm. Please, Teacher, explain 

how this happens." 

Now we return to the initial theme of this chapter-taking the mind as the 

path. How remarkable. It's as if we are not even practicing "Buddhism. w 

We arc not picking up something exotic from some tradition outside of 

ourselves-from the ~mysterious Orient," from "ancient wisdom of the 

East," or from the Buddhist tradition versus the Hindu or the Sufi tradition. 

Of course in a way we are, but essentially we are just taking rMlity as our 

path; and the reality that is in itially most pertinent to fathoming the nature 

of awareness is our own minds. After all , we don't have immediate access to 

emptiness or rigpa. The closest access we have to these deeper truths right 

now is the mind. So we take that which is the closest thing we have to pris

tine awareness and make that our vehicle . That is taking reality as the path. 

In this way we can proceed with enormous assurance. We may have doubts 

about Buddhism and its reference to such things as Mount Meru, hungry 

ghosts , or cold and hot hells. We can have many qualms, as in what to take 

literally or metaphorically, absolutely or conventionally. For now, though, 

we're just taking the mind as the path . Thai's pretty finn ground. 

Who is "a person of superior facultiesi' Recall that we all have the same 

buddha nature. Our differences lie in our kamlic backgrounds-practice 

from previous lifetimes and practice in this lifetime. For the time being 

only, that provides some people with what we call , relatively speaking, 

"superior faculties ," others with "medium faculties,n and so on. Nonetheless 

a person who has medium faculties at the age of twenty-two may very well 
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have superior faculties at age fifty-two. Chances are , sooner or later, if you 

are moving along the path, that is exactly what's going to happen So let's 

not reify these demarcations of people of different faculties. 

"By taking the mind itself as the path, a person of superior faculties 

directly actualizes the nature of existence of suchness-ultimate reality .. . " 

It becomes manifest, totally real. It becomes your reality. Here suchl1m is 

really a synonym for emptiness. Ultimate rrality as well, generally speaking, 

is a synonym for emptiness. For a person of very sharp faculties who has 

taken this text and studied and meditated on it well, this section alone could 

be enough to realize emptiness. This could be sufficient, without ever read

ing the vipashyana section of the Vajra ESSfflCf or the material we will explore 

below, covering the next several pages of the root text . 

That material is explicitly for shamatha-but a very specific type of 

shamatha. Here you do not focus on an image of the Buddha or on the 

breath. Taking the mind as the path is something very special. Therefore it 

is possible that a person taking this approach, a person of superior faculties , 

someone very ripe, or as the Buddha said, "with very little dust on the eyes," 

could realize emptiness. For such a person, study and meditation of the first 

9 percent of the text may be sufficient for achieving liberation. 

This possibility is remin iscent of Padmasambhava's comment in Natural 

Uberatiol1 22 where he teaches shamatha without signs. It consists of only a 

Few paragraphs, but it is utterly simple, leading you to probe the nature of 

awareness, relax, and then probe again . He too says that this may be enough 

to realize rigpa. The approach is expressly designed for shamatha, but for a 

person of sharp faculties, just that modest shamatha technique may be 

enough to fathom rigpa. Once you've fathomed rigpa, you've fathomed the 

ground awareness--clhannakaya-meaning that from then on you can just 

take that as your path, putting yourself on a fast track to enlightenment. So 

that could mean "shamatha, and then enlightenment"-shamatha to 

Dzogchen to enlightenment. A superior person could bypass vipashyana as 

a separate series of techniques. We will all have that capacity sooner or later. 

The "consummation of sam sara and nirvana" is the realization of the "one 

taste" of the whole of reality, which is none other than the nonduality of the 

absolute space of phenomena and primordial consciousness. It is through 
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such realization that you achieve liberation in the absolute domain of pris

tine space. 

In the meantime , "A person of average faculties achieves certainty," actu 

alization, "in the formless realm." This is dearly in reference to samadhi 

The formless realm lies within sam sara, but this is a very subtle dimension 

of existence, and one that can be helpful for gaining insight into the nature 

of the mind. A person with average faculties falhoms a formless dimension 

of reality, whereas the person with superior faculties has penetrated through 

the three realms of existence to emptiness and has plumbed the ultimate 

nature of the mind , reaching beyond samsara. The person of average or 

ordinary faculties, within the context of samsara , fathoms the deepest lev

els of the dualistic mind, and "a person of inferior faculties experiences joy 

in the form realm ." Notice he didn 't say joy in the formless realm. There is · 

no joy in the formless realm . You can achieve certainty there, but it is 

beyond joy and sorrow. So in the formless realm there is no joy, no bliss , 

and cerlainly no pain. It's too calm for joy or bliss. But a person of inferior 

faculties does experience joy in the form realm. This can be achieved by 

way of shamatha. Shamatha provides you with access to the form realm. It 
crosses that threshold to the experience of bliss. 

"For a person of the lowest faculties, the path is experienced as happiness 

in the desire realm." That is, you may not for the time being achieve 

shamatha; you're still in the desire realm. SUI by following this path you can 

acquire a great sense of well-being, one that is more robust than the hap 

piness we normally experience as ordinary beings, because that tends to be 

almost entirely stimulus driven . Usually we feel pleasure due to an event 

such as a pleasant sensory experience, a happy thought, a beautiful visual

ization; we receive a kind word, taste good food , have good sex, recall a 

pleasant memory, or get a really good night's sleep. Something happens to 

the mind, either mentally or by way of the senses, internally or externally. 

Some object comes in , arouses us, and we feel pleasure. Then when the 

object leaves, the stimulus vanishes and the happiness is gone. Normally, for 

ordinary sentient beings mucking about in samsara , that's how pleasure 

operates. 

Now, however, we are stepping out of that syndrome because we are 
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balancing the mind, cultivating equilibrium of the anemion , of the emo

tions, of our cognition. Developing greater sanity, we experience more 

and more frequently a sense of well-being unrelated to any externa l ca ta 

lyst, one that arises directly from the mind's nature. In the face of neutral 

stimuli, we discover we nonetheless feel preny good. This is not because 

these neurral stimuli somehow improved. It is because the mind that appre

hends them is much more healthy. It's a very simple thing-the mind is less 

afflicted. Within the mundane context you are achieving greater psycho

logical balance-that's sanity. 

Once you've achieved shamatha you've gotten a mind, instead of your 

mind having you. Now your mind, for the firs t time, is not dysfunctional. 

It is now serviceable. You can do with that mind what you wish , and that 

fee ls very, very good. Even in between meditation sessions, as long as you 

don't lose your shamatha, there is an ongoing sense of well -being. Then 

when you enter in to meditation you experience bliss. Just call it up when

ever you like . Hence you can see why mental afflictions would arise so 

rarely and so weakly under these conditions. 





5 
TI-II; I;XPLICIT INSTRUCTIONS 

I
n asking the Teacher to "explain how this happens," Great Boundless 

Emptiness wants him to cut to the chase , to explain how you can attain 

a deeper understanding of shamatha-"Please explain, how to take the 

mind as your path." As we shall see in the next few pages of the text, this 

simple practice gives rise to a wide variety of results depending on the qual

ities of the mind, in other words, the degree of spiritual maturation that you 

bring to practice. The results are all quite good- happiness within the 

desire realm. I could go for that! 

He replied, "0 Vajra of Mind, fi rst merge this mind with edernal 

space and remain in meditative equipoise for seven days. Then fix 

your attention on a stone, a stick, a physical representation of the 

Buddha, or a letter, and remain in meditative equipoise for seven 

days. Then imagine a dear, radiant, five-colored bindu at your heart, 

fix your attention on it, and remain in meditative equipoise for seven 

days. For some, this places the mind in a state of bliss, luminosity, and 

vacuity. This experience, devoid of thought, like an ocean unmoved 

by waves, is called quiescence with signs. 

The Bhagavan replied, "0 Vajra of Mind, first merge this mind with exter

nal space and remain in meditative equipoise for seven days." Beginning 

with this sentence we encounter the explicit shamatha instructions. How do 
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you take the mind as your path~ Co off for a week and practice merging 

your mind with space. Find an appropriate setting, sit in the vastness of 

space attending to it, and remain there with your eyes open-very impor

tant, your eyes open-and simply maintain presence in space . That's alL 

You needn't do more. Just be present with space, the space intervening 

between appearing visual objects and the sense of your own subjective pres

ence, for seven days as continuously as possible. Of course, over those 

seven days your sessions will probably alternate with post-sessions where 

you are not explicitly practicing . Generally speaking that 's what yogis do; 

that's how to practice. H owever, if you had few distractions and demands 

on your time, you could dwell in that spaciousness continuously. Even when 

you are eating yOll can maintain that. When you're going to the bathroom, 

just dwell in space. That's the instruction: All day for seven days simply 

rest your mind in space. 

What is the best environment for this practice? Clearly, sitt ing outside in 

a spacious, natural setting-for example in the mountains, the desert , or by 

the ocean-would be very supportive, but that is not mandatory. Whether 

you are in the mountains or in a small room, it is important to keep your eyes 

open and nOI grasp, not become attached to the phenomena that appear to 

your visual perception. So gaze into the space in front of you and notice that 

there is no big deal here; let this be utterly ordinary. Don't think you are 

doing anything special , because you are not. There's the space in front of 

you. Just be present with it, that is, attend to it, notice it. Avoid involving 

yourself with details, such as labeling: "There's a cush ion. It's on a red rug . 

The cushion is soft. The rug is hard. " If you slip into grasping like that , 

you've diminished the spaciousness of your meditation. You make your space 

rather small. You don't have to deal with those objects right now. T hey're not 

pertinent to your meditation , which means you can just ignore them. 

Whalever the setting , first of all direct your awareness to the space 

between those objects and yourself. Then release any grasping. Set aside all 

concep tual designation. Be satisfied with the mere appearances arising to 

visual perception-shapes, patches of color. Now relax your gaze even fur

ther, looking right through intervening objects, and allow your eyes to gaze 

into infinity. So now, whatever objects may be there, they're out of focus 
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and you don't care about them. The eyes are released as if you were look

ing up into the sky. You are no longer attending to Ihe intervening space 

between objects out there and yourself, whether they are six feel away or 

sixty miles distant. You are merging the mind with space. Space is unim

peded because colors don't impede space any more than a rainbow does. 

The colors don't blot out the sky. So that gives you a big space, even if you 

are practicing in a tiny room. 

There is a general rule of thumb when internal distractions arise in your 

meditation: Should your mind become excited, cast your gaze downward. 

If the mind loses energy or clarity-becomes dull , lax-then eleva Ie your 

gaze. This advice also applies to visualization, as when you visualize a deity. 

In that case, when you feel dull you raise the imagined image, and when 

excitement disturbs your tranquility yOll lower it . 

"Then fix your attention on a stone, a stick, a physical representation of 

the Buddha, or a letter ... " What the TIbetans mean by a letter is a syllable, 

like ah, because all of their letters are syllables. So you can fix your attention 

on a visual image of the letter, "and remain in meditative equipoise for seven 

days." Choose one of those objects, anyone of those, or you could shift 

around a bit using several. You can choose flowers , sticks and stones, rep

resentations of the Buddha, or you can write out a Sanskrit syllable, like om , 

ah, or hum, and use that or, if you wish , focus on a sacred image such as 

Tara or Padmasambhava. 

This is a visual practice. Although you cannot achinJ( shamatha by gaz

ing at a visual object, this is a good way, in the initial phases of shamatha, 

to stabilize your attention . You will use other techniques later. So if you are 

still in the early stages of shama th a you might want to try this out. Choose 

something you would enjoy looking at for twenty-four minutes. Twenty

four-minute periods, or ghalikas , are recommended when you arc just start

ing out in meditation. Just gaze at it , naturally, settling you r attention on it 

with the same qualities that J have been emphasizing-relaxation, stability, 

and vigilance-without relinquishing anyone of those three. When dis

cursive Ihoughts arise, let them go and return not only your visual gaze but 

your attention, your mental awareness, to the object. Continue like that 
for a week. 
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"Then imagine a clear, radiant , five-colored hindu at you r heart"---bindu 

means an orb, a little sphere-"fjx your attention on it , and remain in med

itative equipoise for seven days." For the bindu, if you can imagine one quite 

small, that's great, but the size of a pea would be sufficient-something 

fairly small and round. It's glistening with five colors-white, yellow, red, 

green, and blue-as if it were a prism, glowing from within. The five col

ors are symbolic , relating to the different vital energies. Don't forget to 

keep your eyes open. 

"For some, this places the mind in a state of bliSS, luminosity, and vacuity." 

That means for some-people of superior faculties-seven days times these 

three practices will lead you to realization of shamatha, or quiescence-a 

state of bliss, luminosity, and nonconceptuality: "This experience, devoid of 

thought, like an ocean unmoved by waves, is called quifScena with signs." Qui

escence is shamatha. A sign is an object of the mind that can be identified 

within a conceptual framework. External space is a sign, because you're 

looking at it, and it is "this" as opposed to "t hat ." So it is one object among 

myriad objects. Even though external space is not an object in the gross 

sense, it is an object of the mind that can be identified within a conceptual 

framework. So that is one kind of sign. Then the next ones are easy: a stone, 

a stick, and a physical representation of the Buddha are obviously signs. A 

sign can be internal too, purely in the domain of the mind, such as the visu 

alized orb of light. Anything that YOll can mentally point to and identify, 

whether it is in the mind or out in ex ternal space, is a sig n. 

As suggested above, it is possible, if YOll are a person with very sharp fac

ulties, to achieve shamatha in the first seven days, or in the second seven , 

or in the third. If so, YOll can move right on to the next stage, vipashyana. 

The reason for doing preliminary practices is to be able to so prime the 

pump that you can move through shamatha with relatively few cuts and 

bruises. So you may achieve quiescence with signs with anyone of those 

three techniques or with a combination of them. 

But if you do not achieve shamatha after those twenty-one days-how 

come? 
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PSYCHOPHYSICAL OBSTRUCTIONS 

~Some cannot calm their thoughts because the mind is so agitated, 

and they experience uncomfortable pains and maladies in the heart, 

the life·force channel, and so on. Those with unstable minds, with a 

wind constitution, or with coarse minds may fan unconscious or slip 

into a trance. Such people should relax and let thoughts be as they 

are, continually observing them with unwavering mindfulness and 

careful introspection. 

'" 

The life-force channel is the central channel that goes right through the 

heart chakra. Among those practices, the one that 's most likely to give 

you trouble, based on many people's experience, is visualizing a bindu at 

your heart . You bring prana, or vital energy, to the reg ion where you direct 

your mind . If you bring a coarse, afnicled mind, and then you concentrate 

it tightly and put it right in your heart chakra and do Ihat for seven days , 

for many hours a day, you can create an imbalance in the flow of energies 

at your heart-a condition called sog/ung . Sog/ung is the life·supporting 

energy (lung ), or prana, that's located in the heart chakra . Everyone has it. 

But when Tibetans say, "You have soglung," they mean you have an imbal· 

ance of soglung. You have disrupted this life-sustaining energy at your 

heart chakra . 

Wha t are the consequences of such an imbalance~ Of course we are not 

functioning well to begin with. That's why our minds are dysfunclional 

and our prana systems are out of balance; and that is why it is important to 

practice shamatha. When our mind is furlher out of whack, exceptionally 

out of balance, then we experience symptoms such as feel ings of heaviness, 

darkness, sadness, and fea r, all located around the heart. You'll feel an over· 

all tightness , similar to the feeling of your face when it is wearing a mask; 

it gelS very tight. You may fee l emotionally fragile , as if you might burst 

into tears al any moment . You may have a general sense of anxiety, feeling 

ill at ease. You can have insomnia or indigestion, because you're so "heavy.~ 

It 's almost as if you're wal king around with a lot of dead weight. We West
erners would encapsulate these as symptoms of a "nelVOus breakdown ff or 



STILLING THI£ MIND 

". 
Helinical depression." Tlbetans call it disruption or imbalance of the life-sus· 

taining energy at the heart . This is something to avoid . 

One common way of getting this soglung imbalance is by bea ring down 

really hard in shamatha practice-throwing relaxation to the wind. You say 

"Enlightenment or bust1" and try to do it with sheer grit. Thal's the way to 

really throw your system out of whack. So note the early symptoms. If they 

are recurrent~not just the occasional pangs that are normal when you have 

a bad day- and you see that it seems to be related to your meditalion , stop 

meditating and check with the teacher. Or go surfing , or see some really fun 

movies . lighten up, enjoy your life, enjoy friends , music, a good meal , go 

to a nice spacious environment. Do not con tinue meditating in a forced 

manner. You'll do yourself damage, and that damage can linger. So if you 

do the visua lization practice of the hindu at the heart, do so with a balanced, 

relaxed, happy mind. If you want to visualize there but are unsure about it, 

do it for short periods. This is important advice. 

When he speaks of "those with unstable minds, with a wind constitu· 

tion," as far as we are concerned the author may be referring to those of us 

who live in modem cities because, culturally speaking, we have very unsta· 

ble minds. We drive at seven ty mi les an hour on the freeway, we eat on the 

run , we do all sort's of things that people in ruraillbet a hundred years ago 

couldn't even imagine doing. When the lIbetan doctor Lobsang Rapgay 

came here and examined the pu lses of Westerners (the pulse is the princi· 

pal diagnostic tool of lIbetan medicine), he found we were all suffering 

from wind disorders. From the lIbetan medical viewpoint our whole civi· 

lization has this malady. You may be comforted with his comment, "Con

sidering how il1 you al1 are, you're coping extraordinarily welL" 

Within a threefold scheme basic to Tlbetan medicine-wind, bile, 

phlegm-the wind constitution is associated with the air element . People 

dominated by the wind element tend to speak very quickly and usually 

have light bodies and very angular features. They're light on their feet . 

They love to laugh , they're gregarious, and everything is fast . Their minds 

are always churning. 
So Ul( are "those with unstable minds, with a wind constitution , or with 

coarse minds." Just look at the kind of entertainments we prefer and our 
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general lifestyle. We are bombarded with very gross stimuli. The content 

needn't be crude or barbaric, but we are bombarded with a lot of very coarse 

sensations-traffic noise, b laring televisions, jet airplanes overhead. Com

pare that with the youth of my teacher Geshe Rabten. Every summer he 

went up into the highlands above his home in eastern lIbet, spending all 

day every day shepherding yaks and other livestock. That was his summer 

job when he was a youngster. For entertainment he brought along a flute. 

Now think of what your average American sixteen-year-old does. 

The traditional TIbetan lifestyle is relatively subtle; the accepted lifestyle 

of modernity is coarse. In the TIbetan case, when you have all that spa

ciousness and so few things happening within it, you are bound to attend 

to what is occurring. Since the things that are happening are relatively sub

tle, the mind that attends to them becomes subtle. On the other hand, 

when you go to a movie with digital Dolby sound-wi th the volume very 

loud-and all the other stuff we have here in the West, this is relatively 

coarse. That's the norm for us. So I would say that generally speaking many 

of us have coarse minds. With that phrase the author seems to have hit the 

mark for people living in the modern world. With our coarse minds, if we 

were to go off for seven days and focus on a bil1du at the heart, we might 

very well "fall unconscious or slip into a trance." 

For those who have stable minds, balanced constitutions, subtle minds, 

focusing on the bil1du could take them all the way to shamatha. It will be 

very deep shamatha, because they will be drawing all that energy into their 

heart chakra, into a very small point, with five colors. [t will selVe them 

extremely well . But for many modern practitioners, that will not be an 

appropriate technique . 

T hose with coarse minds "should relax and let thoughts be as they are, 

continually obselVing them with unwavering mindfulness and careful intro 

spection ." Notice the emphasis on "should relax." He places it first. Because 

many of us are so wound up, the first step is to relax. Our minds are so 

stressed out, cluttered, and unstable-so just relax. Let your awareness be 

spacious and quiet. If you wish to achieve shamatha, but your mind is habit

ually unstable and cluttered with thoughts, your practice is going to be 

immensely frustrating. You want something you arc not getting-that's the 



STILLING TI·11i ~IND 

'" 
nature of frust ratio n. Frustratio n ties you in knots. It makes you tight, con

stricted , unhappy, emot ionally unbalanced- not a good platform for 

shamatha . 

Does that mean that we normal , mentally hyper Westerners have no 

cha nce at enlightenment~ Should we back away from Dharma practice and 

just have fun and pray that we'll be reborn in a pure rea lm~ Nol There is one 

technique that opens the door. And if we can get through that door, we can 

move on to Dzogchen. H ere it is again : Relax . "Relax and let thoughts be 

as they are," which does not mean you have a preference for 110 thOllgbt5. 

Memorize it. You do not need to suppress thoughts (ttying to do so will, 

of course, lead to frustration ). wthollghts bt as they art. This means you're not 

intruding on them. You're not trying to fo rce them to shut up . You're not 

even trying to create space around them or make them less dense. You're 

not trying to do anythi ng to the thoughts at all. "Relax and let thoughts be 

as they are." 

W hat is the difference betwee n that approach and just "spacing OUI," sit 

ting there with perpetually wandering thoughts? The answer is in our text: 

it is to be "continually observing them ." You allow any and all thoughts to 

arise- nasty thoughts, happy thoughts, long thoughts , short thoughts, 

gross thoughts, subtle thoughts, imagery, emotions--everything. Be com

pletely un inh ibited, letting though ts arise in free association . The nastiest 

thought you ever had in your whole life- if that's what comes up, that one's 

just as good as the thought of taking refuge in the Three Jewe ls. "Let 

though ts be as they are ." But rather than just spacing out, letting them spin 

endlessly, you observe them continuousl y. Diidjom lingpa knows perfectly 

well that you'n:: not going to do this flawlessly, so you just do your best, 

"continually observing them with unwavering mindfulness and careful intro

spection," which means that with the facul ty of introspection , you are mon 

itoring the quality of your mindfulness. 

The norma l habit of getting caught in distracting thoughts, or rumina

tion , is what I call an obsessive-compulsive delusional disorder. T houghts 

arise obsessively, even if we want them to calm down. We are compulsively 

abducted by them, with our attention being riveted on their referen ts, with 

the mind wandering aimlessly through the three times and the ten di rec-
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tions . And we deludedly regard our thoughts as being clear and accurate 

represenlations of reality. We tend to think our thoughts represent the 

whole truth about whatever it is we're thinking about, but that's never true . 

At best, thoughts capture just a fragment of truth , and at worst they con

sist of pure fict ions that we take to be reality. 

Each time we get caught up in such ruminations it's as if we were reborn 

in a microcosm of samsara. We were unaware when we first fell into this 

chain of thoughts, and while we're immersed in such thinking without being 

aware of it, we are carried along by our past habits of craving and aversion . 

Every night a simi lar panem occurs when we enler into a nonlucid dream

dreaming without being aware that we are dreaming. We were unaware 

when the dream firs t began, and while we're immersed in th is microcosm 

of samsara-obsessed, compulsive, and delusional-we are propelled from 

one dream situation to anOlher by the forces of cravi ng and hostility. 

This practice of taking the mind as the path is a method for becoming 

lucid during the waking state with respect to the flow of thoughts. We rec

ognize them for what they are-like becoming lucid in a dream-and in so 

doing, we break the chain of obsessions, compulsion, and delusion. Here 

is a direct path to freedom , which leads to greater and greater freedom 

both while awake and while asleep, an d this freedom may lead to the infi

nitely greater freedom from samsara as a whole. 

~Stiltness without thinking of anything is called stillness in the domain 

of the essential nature of the mind. The movements and appear

ances of various thoughts are called ftuctuations_ Not letting any 

thoughts go by unnoticed, but recognizing them with mindfulness 

and introspection, is called awareness. With that explanation. come 

to know these points. 

Here ~essenlial nature" refers to the conventional nature; we are not 

speaking of the ultimate nature. As for the movements and appearances 

of various thoughts being called ~nuctuations,~ there are imeresting par

allels to mainstream physics here. According to one modern theolY the 

vacuum of space contains fluc tuations-mass/energy is thought to consist 
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of fluctuations of empty space itself. Similarly here, thoughts, emotions

all the contents of the mind-have no exi stence apart from the substrate 

consciousness. They're not envisioned as separate phenomena that have 

somehow wandered into the space of the mind. The appearances to the 

mind are nothing other than fl uctua tions of that space . They are space

"the vacuum"-taking on fonn . 

Recognizing thoughts "with mindfulness and in trospectio n is ca lled 

awareness," but this is not rigpa . This is just simple , straightforward "being 

aware." "With that expla nation , come to kn ow these points." We now 

receive practice instructions. 

SETTLING THE MI .... D I .... ITS NATURAL STA TE 

"'Now to remain for a long time in the domain of the essentia l 

nature of the mind, I shall be watchful, observing motion, keeping 

my body straight, and maintaining vigilant mindfulness.' When you 

say this and practice it, fluctuating thoughts do not cease; how

ever, without getting lost in them as usual , mindful awareness 

exposes them. By applying yourself to this practice continuously 

at all times, both during and between meditation sessions, eventu

ally all coarse and subtle thoughts will be calmed in the empty 

e)l;panse of the essential nature of your mind. You will become still, 

in an unfluctuating state in which you experience bliss like the 

warmth of a fire, luminosity like the dawn, and nonconceptuality 

like an ocean unmoved by waves, Yearning for this and believing in 

it, you will not be able to bear being separated from it, and you will 

hold fast to it. 

In order to "remain for a long time in the domain of the essential nature of 

the mind ," [ must be "watch h'l , observing motio n , keeping my body 

straight , and maintaining vigilant mindfulness." Notice it says to keep the 

body straight. [t does not say that it must be erect. Practicing in this way, 

"eve ntua lly all coarse and subtle thoughts will be calmed in the empty 

expanse of the essential nature of your mind." This happens because you 
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are wa tching the thoughts, maintaining vigilant mindfulness, without 

either gelting carried away by them or latching on to them. In a word, 

you are not grasping. You cannot be carried away by thoughts if you are 

not grasping on to them, nor can you identify wit h thoughts without 

graspi ng on to them. This speaks volumes about the nature of the mind 

and its perturbations, or nuctuations. So, by observing without distrac

tion , without grasping-by just allowing mental processes to arise and 

pass of their own accord-over time the coarse and subtle thoughts dis

solve, dissipate into the space of the mind, and you settle into the ground 

of the mind , the substrate consciousness. There is no clever technique 

involved here. On the contrary, by not engaging with them, thoughts will 

usually, over time, thin out . They lose their power over you and become 

fainter and fainter. If you don't grasp, the mind will self-heal and dissolve 

into its ground . 

What happens when all these coarse and subtle thoughts are calmed in 

the empty expanse of the essential nature of your mind;> "You will become 

still, in an unfluctuating state in which you will experience bliss like the 

wann th of a fire , luminosity like the dawn, and nonconceptuality like an 

ocean unmoved by waves." That is a description , in one sentence, of 

dwelling luminously in the substrate consciousness after having achieved 

shamatha . The next sentence-"Yearning for this and believing in it, you 

will not be able to bear being separated from it, and you will hold fast to 

i( -describes a virtual intoxication with shamatha . Not knowing any bet

ter, you might take that as your goal , holding fast to it and saying, "Hal

lelujah , J'm home free for the rest of my li fe; [ can turn on those three 

qualities with a switch. No matter what happens to me, I've got my little 

escape capsule." It's very tempting to believe that. 

By itself, however, shamatha leads nowhere. There's no liberation here. 

There's no irreversible transformation . You just put a pause on samsara-<all 

~l1me oult" -and dwell in this ethically neutral ground . Evenlually the 

power of your samadhi will di ssipate, and you will be right back among 

the gang of samsaric wanderers. Diidjom Lingpa is saying that once you 

have achieved such an exalted state, it will be very hard not to hold fast to 
it . You will strongly wish to remain there. 
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"If you get caught up in bliss, this will cast you into the desire realm; 

if you get caught up in luminosity, this will propel you into the form 

realm; and if you get caught up in nonconceptuality. this will launch 

you to the peak of mundane existence. Therefore. understand that 

while these are indispensable signs of progress for individuals enter

ing the path. it is a mistake to get caught up in them indefinitely. 

Three qualities that you will be able to identify distinctly-bliss, luminosity, 

and nonconceptuality-will manifest in you. Bear in mind that you can grasp 

on not only to the objects of the mind but also to states of mind, Now we are 

looking al the big picture. What happens if, having achieved shamatha, and 

drawing forth the bliss of the substrate consciousness. you then latch on to 

it? Karmically speaking, what flows from thaO You are cast back into the 

desire realm. Furthermore, "if you get caught up in luminosityN-the radi

ance, the clarity in that state-if you fix on that, uthis will propel you into the 

form realm." If you get caught up in nonconceptua];ty-the sheer si lence, 

the sti llness, the lack of perturbation, the open spaciousness of it-if you 

cling to that-"this will launch you to the peak of mundane existence," which 

is to say, the formless realms. In all of these cases, you are still in samsara. 
These are indeed uindispensable signs of progress~-you cannot pro

ceed without them. On the one hand, without shamatha you will not go 

beyond cycling in samsara . You do need to experience the substrate con

sciousness with these three qualities. Yet, having experienced them, if you 

cling to anyone of them, you are stuck. You must experience each of these 

three qualities, and you must learn not to grasp on to them. You should not 

take the attitude, "Well , since I would surely grasp on to Ihem if I had 

them, I will aVOid them ." Thinking along these lines is like getting stuck 

in preschool. 

So, si nce these are "indispensable signs of progress for individuals enter

ing the path,N you enter into shamatha, and once you achieve it you can 

savor it for a while. Hang out there for a few hours, a few days, maybe a few 

weeks. Enjoy it. It is said that when the Buddha Shakyamuni achieved 

enlightenment, he lingered there for forty-nine days under the bodhi trec. 
He didn't immediately walk to Sarnath and begin teaching. For a while he 
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simp ly took in his enlightenment. Remember, achieving shamatha is a faint 

facsimile of attaining enlightenment. So when you do achieve shamatha, 

take some time to enjoy it. "Bliss like the warmth of a fire , luminosity like the 

dawn , nonconcep[Uality like an ocean unmoved by waves"---enjoy it, but 

don't become so enamored of it that you fall into the extreme of quietude. 

"That is called ordinary quiescence of the path, and if you achieve 

stability in it for a long time, you will have achieved the critical fea

ture of stability in your mindstream.l-lowever, know that among unre

fined people in this degenerate era, very few appear to achieve more 

than fleeting stability. Nowadays, deities appear to some people, 

who settle their attention on them. To some, visions of buddhafields 

appear. and they stabilize and settle their minds on these. Some 

especially experience bliss, luminosity, or nonconceptuality. and they 

settle on this. To others, images of their guru, rainbows. light, and 

bindus appear, so they settle on these, and so forth. Understand 

that. due to the functioning of the channels and elements of each 

individual, not everyone's experience is the same." 

Having achieved stability is described as a "critical feature"---once again, 

something indispensable. You cannot progress very far on the path withollt 

it-"the critical featu re of stability in your mindstream." He notes however 

that "very few appear to achieve more than Fleeting stability." This state

ment echoes what Tsongkhapa said in the fifteenth century and what Dlid

jam Lingpa's contem porary Mipham Rinpoche said in the nineteenth 

century. It is certainly true as well for the twentieth and twenty· first cen

turies. To illustrate, observe that there are hundreds of thousands of medi

tators in the United States and Europe. There are numerous Tlbetan 

meditators inside and outside of Tlbet. Many of these folks are practicing 

Vajrayana in the Tlbetan trad ition. They are meditating on bodhichitta , 

vipashyana, Vajrayana, Mahamudra, and Dzogchen , some of them immers

ing themselves in three·year retreats on the above topics. Many others 

engage in vipassana retreats for weeks or months on end, while others devote 

themselves to extensive Zen sesshins. How many of these practitioners 
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have achieved shamatha7 1t's difficult to say, bu~ since relatively few people 

are practicing shamatha as described here, it seems likely that relatively 

few people are achieving the results described here. 

"Very few appear to achieve more than fleeting stabi l ity. ~ People do a lit

tle bit of shamatha, are satisfi ed with that , then think, "Now let's get on 

with it-vipashyana. Let's do the imponant stuff: bodhichitta, vipashyana, 

stage of ge neration , stage of completion , and Dzogche n." That is like a 

musician tuning his or her instrument quickly and imperfectly and then 

saying, "This is boring . I can do so many more interesting things than tun

ing my instru ment. I want to play Tchaikovsky, Brahms, Beethoven, Scott 

Joplin. Tuning is so boring; let's get on with the musicl" I really don't think 

that shamatha is unbelievably hard. I think that most people are simply 

im pat ient, eager to get on with other things rather than devoting them

selves to sllstained, single-pointed practice to achieve exceptional levels of 

menta l balance and focused attention. 

Having said that , is it possible to achieve shamatha by way of the stage 

of generation7 Yes, but how many actually do iO The shamatha part of 

the stage of generation co mes when you are sitting quietly and stabilizing 

in pure vision and divine pride . In the Gelug tradition , in three-year 

retreat, yOll spend almost all you r time doing mantras, hundreds of thou

sands of mantras. Will you achieve shamatha while doing a mantra? Not 

likely. It wasn't intended for that . It is similar in the Kagyu and Nyingma 

three-year retreats. There yOll spend a lot of time engaging in a wide vari

ety of practices, starting with months on end devoted to the preliminary 

practices. During the course of the three years you will cenainly engage 

in genera tion- stage practice and various completion-stage practices such as 

Illmmo. But how much of the time are you devoting to tuning your mind 

through the practice of shamalha, Not much. Yet Dudjom Lingpa has 

already told us twice now that shamatha is "indispensable" and "critical." So 

if people are settling for flee ting stability, that means they're not taking 

such advice very seriously. 

Returning 10 our particu lar practice, what happens in the course of 

shamatha, especially in this form of shamatha, where clearly we are directed 

to free associate-to stabilize our awareness in the midst of the movements 
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of the mind? All kinds of things appear because the approach to practice is 

free, unimpeded. What are some of the possibilities? "Nowadays deities 

appear to some people, who settle their attention on them." So they are 

cruising along, settling the mind in its natural state, and 10 and behold, 

there's Manjushri, or there's Tara. They think, "Cool. I've been waiting for 

you for a long time." In doing so, they set up a preference. All of a sudden 

they are grasping. "I had a vision of Tara. I've got to tell somebody. I saw 

Tara! What did you see? You d idn't see Tara? Oh, but I did!ff Grasping . 

Wouldn't you love to see a divine being-Buddha Shakyamuni or Tara or 

Manjushri or Padmasambhava~ But are you going to grasp when that hap

pens? Buddhas appear to some; and they might stabilize and settle their 

minds on that. In other words, they fixate on that. Do they achieve 

shamatha? Maybe so-maybe not. If you are grasping, though , you are not 

doing this practice. Certainly to grasp on to such appearances would be 

enormously tem pting. "To some, visions of buddhafields appear, and they 

stabilize and settle thei r minds on these." Visions of buddha fields-wow! 

"Some especially experience bliss, lum inosity, or nonconceptuality, and 

they settle on this." They latch right on to that. This can happen well before 

you achieve shamatha. 

I know someone for whom bliss arises immediately when he sits down 

to med itate. What do you suppose he does? He really likes bliss, and since 

it comes to him so easily, he's on it like a hummingbird on a hummingbird 

feeder. H e is grasping on to joy. Unfortunately, when you are doing that, 

you are not doing the practice. For some people it is luminosity that comes 

easily. For others it's nonconceptuality. In any of these cases if you grasp, 

you are not doing the practice. The practice is not grasping. Oh, but 

there's morel 

"To others, images of their guru, rainbows, light, and hil1du5 appear, so 

they settle on these, and so forth." Wouldn't it be marvelous to experience 

a vision of Olidjom Rinpoche? Oilgo Khycntse Rinpoche? Tsongkhapa? 

You name it! Images of the guru well up. How about some rainbow lights 

appearing, or other apparitions of light such as hil1dus? This sounds like a 

psychedelic experience but without drugs. Whether you grasp on to them 

or not, the experiences vary: "U nderstand that, due to the functioning of 
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the channels and elements of each individual , not everyone's experience is 

the same." 

NYAM-SIGNS OF MEDITATIVE EXPERIENCE 

Great Boundless ~mptiness asked, ~o Teacher, Bhagavan, please 

explain how meditative experiences arise as a result of such practice." 

He replied, "0 Vajra of Mind, awareness is nakedly revealed in aU 

the tantras, oral transmissions, and practical instructions of the past. 

Among them, I will not describe more than a mere fraction of the 

ways the signs of experience occur. Because individual constitutions 

and faculties are unimaginably complex and their array of experi

ences is equally unimaginable, I know that there is no uniformity 

among them. So understand that I will speak only in the most general 

terms. 

The TIbetan word nyanl is translated as "experience" or "meditative experi

ence ./I He describes much later in the text that it is crucial to distinguish 

nyam from realization (togpa ). There is a great difference between the two. 

All the things that were just described-jOY, clarity, visions of buddha fields , 

gurus, rainbow light, hindus-all of those are nyam. So is a sense of depres

sion , a general Feeling of anxiety, and dread . So are bliss, paranoia , and 

insomnia. Nyam comprises a variety of types of anomalous, transient expe

riences that arc catalyzed by authentic meditative practice. The experi

ences may be pleasant , unpleasant, frightening , euphoric, or ecstatic. They 

may be interesting or boring. They may be exotic or fascinating or terrify

ing, psychological or somatic. They are aroused by meditation, in particu

lar by this practice mode of luminous free association-settling the mind 

in its natural state . These nyam , these meditative experiences-including 

the most glorious ones-must not be mistaken for realization . 

The Teacher will describe a mere fraction of the various signs of expe

rience that occur, because "individual constitutions and faculties are 

unimaginably complex ." "Constitution" refers to the body's humoral for

mation of wind, bile, and phlegm. "Facuhiesff means the degree of intelli-
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gence, perceptiveness, the stability of your atlentio n and so on-your 

mental faculties . Bear in mind that when you sit down to meditate, you 

bring with you im prints from countless past lives plus all of the com plex

ities of this life . 

The Teacher says he will speak in the most general terms. Great Bound

less Emptiness is asking, UWhat kind of stuff happens when you do thi s 

practicet and the Teacher responds telling him, "The variety is infi nite

there is no way I can synthesize it. But I can give you a little taste of it, some 

genera lit ies. ~ 

"The indeterminate, inconceivable range of experiences is inex· 

pressible. But teachers with great experience, proficiency in the 

explanations of the stages and paths, and extrasensory perception, 

owing to the strength of their great wisdom, are knowledgeable 

and clear. Also, although vidyadharas from matured vidyadharas to 

vidyadharas with mastery over life might not have firsthand knowl· 

edge of the ways experiences occur, they know them directly by 

means of extrasensory perception. Even without this, they can free 

others from their experiences by adapting and interpreting the 

instructions. 

The Hindcterminate," i.e., unpredictablc, ninconceivable," unimaginably vast, 

"range of experiences is inexpressible.H Nevertheless, teachers with ~great 

experience, proficiency in explanations of the stages and paths, and 

extrasensory perception," which implies they have achieved shama tha and 

vipashyana , and "owing to the strength of their great wisdom" --certainly 

a wisdom that arises from shamatha-~are knowledgeable and clear." 

Therefore, if you've achieved shamatha you can give others experiential 

guidance in the practice of shamatha all the way to the culmination of this 

practice. Because you have thoroughly fathomed this practice and have 

tapped into your substrate consciousness you may have extrasensory per

ception, like a doctor who can make a diagnosis by directly senSi ng the 

internal state of anOlher person's body. Similarly, with extrasensory per· 
ception you can directly access the internal state of another person's mind. 
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Next the text speaks of Uvidyadharas," those who have gained unmedi

ated realization of rigpa, "from matured vidyadharas to vidyadharas with 

mastery over life . . . ~ There are four stages of the vidyadhara state, and this 

refers tD the first two stages. "Matured vidyadharas" are on the first stage, 

and on the second stage are "vidyadharas with mastery over life ,~ so-called 

because they have the power to determine how long they will live . Now 

these vidyadharas may not have firsthand knowledge of all of these expe

riences, which is to say that if you are experiencing a panicular nyam, it is 

quite possible that a vidyadhara you might consult with will not have expe

rienced it fo r himself or herself already because the diversity of nyam is so 

vast. Even so, they do know them "di rectly by means of extrasensory per

ception.~ They can si mply look into your mind and know what's going on. 

l ust as an animal becomes caught in a snare and cannot move, so we ca n be 

snared in the nyam that arise in the course of this practice . In such cases 

vidyadharas Hcan free others from their experiences by adapting and inter

preting the instructions.~ They can find the skill ful means to release us, so 

that we students can continue along the path to exceptional sanity. 

"For example, devas, rishi$, brahmins, acharyas. and so on who prac

tice samadhi cultivate it by focusing on various seed syllables. As a 

result, whatever purpose these syllables had in meditation can be 

accomplished later by reciting them. Later by reciting the syllables 

for whatever illness they focus upon, they can benefit men and 

women. likewise, vidyadharas can intuitively identify all illnesses; 

or, by revealing techniques of meditation and recitation for that pur

pose, they can dispel all but a few diseases that are incurable due to 

past karma. This being the case, it goes without saying that they can 

guide a yogin's e;.;periences on the path. 

The Teacher is now referring to different types of sentient beings, not only 

humans, but gods, rishis (contemplative adepts), brahmins (priests), and 

acharyas (masters). These terms are used broadly in India in various tradi
tions, not only Buddhist. Gods in this context are nonhuman entities who 

are adept in samadhi . Samadhi is practiced in a wide range of religions-
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by Buddhists, Hindus, Jains, and so on. Those who practice samadhi "cul

tivate it by focusing ," for instance, "on various seed syllables," like om , ah, 

hum, hrih, and many others. These seed syllables are part of the mystic lore 

of c1assicallndia. 

We find a similar notion in Christianity. The Gospel of John states that 

"In the beginning was the Word ... and the Word became flesh." The notion 

of reality emerging from the word, of reality emerging from the syllable, a 

seed syllable, is quite broad cultura lly, suggesting that this idea mllst be 

attuned to something pretty deep. Judaism is different from Buddhism, 

which differs from Christianity, and that from Hinduism, and so on . And 

yet thi s idea ranges across religious boundaries. It may be the case that our 

realm, the desire realm, emerges from the /limit/as, or archetypal forms, of 

the form realm-those quintessential symbols of earth, water, fire, air, and 

so on. If that were the case , by mastering the seed syllables, one might mas

ter the phenomena that emanate from them. This may be the source of 

spells . When there is no samadhi behind it , this is no more than a fairy 

tale. H owever, when it is empowered by samadhi , such effects may be per

fectly possible. 

In one treatise from traditional Tibetan medicine, there is a long section 

on specific mantras for curing specific illnesses. The pills used in Tibetan 

medicine consist of compounds of specific ingredients pertaining to earth, 

fire , water, air-all designed to be in balance. Likewise, a mantra is a con

coction of syllables. If you've mastered these seed syllables, you can utilize 

them together in "compounds" to heal. Samadhi is the essential ingredie nt. 

Without that you have nothing , although faith may have some power. "As 

a resuh , whatever purpose those syllables had in meditation," the reason you 

chose those syllables, "can be accomplished later by reciting them." This is 

similar to the nimitta. Once you achieve the nimilta of the earth element you 

can use it later in post-meditation to "benefit men and women." 

Likewise, vidyadharas-beings way beyond mere shamatha and the mas

tery of samadhi and certain seed syllables-"ean intuitively identify all ill· 

nesses." Having tapped into rigpa, their powers of intuition are off the 

charts. They recognize symptoms of specific illnesses intuitively, directly 

from rigpa. Or, "by revealing techniques of meditation and recitation for 
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that purpose, they can dispel all but a few diseases that are incurable due 

to past karma." Therefore it goes without saying that they can guide 

another person's experiences on the path. The power of their intuition is so 

enormous that they can directly perceive ordinary illnesses, and they also 

can detect specific afflictions that are impeding you on the path of 

shamatha. 

"If foolish teachers lacking any of these qualities give instruction to 

students and say that all these experiences will arise in the mind

stream of a single individual, they are deceiving both themselves 

and others, and the life force of their students will fall prey to the 

maras. Why? Outer disturbances such as the magical displays of 

gods and demons, inner disturbances including va rious physical ill· 

nesses, and secret disturbances of unpredictable experiences of joy 

and sorrow can all arise. 

Now, in con trast, if foolish teachers who lack these essential qualities give 

students instruction and say that all of these varied experiences will occur 

for a single individual , "they are deceiving both themselves and others, and 

the life force of their students will fall prey to the maras." That is, they will 

fall into the mental afflictions. Such foolish teachers come along with a list 

of the stuff that happens through shamatha, and they assume it is tme for 

everyone. All they do with that is sow confusion. 

Why do these students fall prey to maras7 There are three types of dis

turbances that can and very likely will crop up in the course of shamatha 

practice if you take it to its culmination. First he mentions "outer distur

bances such as magical displays of gods and demons." The TIbe tan yogi 

Cen Lamrimpa, at the beginning of a one-year shamatha retreat for West

erners that 1 organized in 1988, warned, "As you're here for one whole year, 

practicing shamatha many hours a day, you may very well experience some 

apparitions, images, or visions of demons or gods. " Among the twelve 

people participating, at least as far as I know, not a single one reported any 

visions of that sort. It's just not part of our conditioning here in the West. 

We don't expect it. We believe in electromagnetic fields that have no mate-
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rial existence. We believe in photons that consist of little packets of energy, 

even though no one quite knows exactly what energy is. We don't believe 

in fairies , however, or earth spirits, tree spirits, or naga serpents, or gods. 

The scientific revolution took a great broom and swept demons and the like 

out of our universe, leaving us with quarks (some of which have "charmH), 

eleClrons (which have no spatial dimension), electromagnetic fields (which 

are physical but contain no matter), neutrinos (which are barely detectable), 

and superstrings (for which there is no empirical evidence)- not to men· 

tion dark matter and dark energy, which arc= complete mysteries. 

Most Westerners are more likely to bump into a superstring than they are 

to see a demon. But if you are from a traditional society like lIbet, when 

outer disturbances occur you may very well be obstructed by magical dis· 

plays, apparitions of gods and demons. Our outer disturbances are more 

likely to manifest as hassles from our neighbors, red ants, scorpions, and 

other unwelcome critters in our environment. In either case, OUler distur· 

bances are one possibility. 

Then there are Hinner disturbances including various physical il1nesses.H 

These may come from the outside or from inside. Not all illnesses are 

caused by externa l stimu li . They can appear because your body itself is 

made up of the four elements and these can fall out of harmony. Using free 

association to dredge the depths of your personal samsara can bring up a lot 

of interesting things that can manifest in some very bizarre and sometimes 

exceptionally unpleasant physical symptoms. Again, they are just nyam. 

Then there are also "secret disturbances of unpredictable experiences of 

joy and sorrow." These can all arise and without warning. You look at your 

body and see that it's fine. You open your eyes, everything's fine . Then sud· 

denly you are in the depths of depression for no apparent reason. You can't 

figure it out . Or suddenly you're just elated, overjoyed, and there's no rea

son that you can see . That's what's meant here by "secret"; not outer, not 

inner, but mysterious-not easi ly ascertainable. 

NWhen giving instructions on the mind's nature, foolish, unintelligent 

teachers explain the causes for disturbing experiences; yet when 

they occur, such teachers do not recognize them as such and mistake 
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them for illnesses. Then they compound this by blaming these expe

riences on demons. They think anxieties portend death, and they 

insist that their students resort to divinations, astrology, and medical 

treatment. Then, if the students see the faces of demons and malev

olent beings, they may turn to various rituals and other counter

measures. But whatever they do turns out to be completely 

detrimental, without bringing them an iota of benefit, and finally 

death is the only way out. In this way, the teacher becomes a mara 

for students, as if he or she had given them a deadly poison. Ponder 

this point carefully, and apply skillful means! 

Here the Teacher is trying to prevent us from being misled by incompetent 

teachers whose understanding is no more than theoretical. They give the 

generic explanation of nyam, "yet when they occur, such teachers do not 

recognize them as such and mistake them for illnesses." In other words, 

they take a mundane perspective instead of considering that maybe this 

imbalance is arising because you are practicing correctly. They reduce it to 

an ordinary view, saying, "Oh, that's an illness." 

''Then they compound this by blaming these experiences on demons .~ 

This statement relates of course to nineteenth-century llbet. In that con

text the meditating studen t might become ill , and the foolish teacher will 

say, "It must be a demon; it's an earth spirit; it's a nagal" They believed in 

such entities as much as we believe in viruses and bacteria. While most 

ordinary people have never seen a virus or a bacterium, biologists have 

obselVed them through their microscopes. likewise , most llbetans have 

never seen demons or nagas, but highly advanced contemplatives claim to 

have observed them with the power of their samadhi. Incompetent teach

ers blame bizarre experiences on such nonhuman beings, instead of recog 

nizing the problem simply as a nyam and dealing with it as such . 

''They think anxieties portend death ." You are practicing and suddenly 

you feel th is nameless dread . So the foolish teacher says, "I think maybe this 

portends you are going to die soon. We'd better whip out some special 

long-life ceremony." ''Then , if the students see the faces of demons and 

malevolent beings, they may turn to various rituals and other countermea-
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sures." All of these are just manifestations of your own mind, but instead of 

simply recognizing them for what they are, you project them onto exter

nal reality. At least within the traditionall1betan context, you arrange for 

religious ceremonies, you pay some monks to recite mantras and take other 

countermeasures. You may wear special amulets , a special hat , perform 

mudras. Of course-not wanting to recognize this as simply an emanation 

of your mind-you go a little cuckoo. 

Naturally this brings no benefit at all and is in fact detrimental. ~I n th is 

way, the teacher becomes a mara for studen ts." A sound guru is one who 

leads you towa rd en li ghtenment. A mara is one who leads you in the oppo

site direction. The teacher becomes a mara for his students because he con· 

fuses them, throws them back into samsara, ~as if he or she had given them 

a deadly poison. Ponder th is poin t carefully, and apply skillful meansl~ 

In the course of a long retreat or any kind of serious practice, you may 

get ill on occasion. Does the advice given above imply that you should not 

take any medication, just have faith in Buddha~ No. We are just being cau

tioned to be sensible . During a retreat it is sensible to maintain good 

hygiene. Likewise, if you're eating food that may be a little too hard for you 

to digest , since the mind and the body are quite sensitive from doing a lot 

of meditation, then eat easily digestible foods and drink plenty of hot liq

uids. Simila rly, in the course of meditative practice if you start experienc

ing dread, anx iety, insomnia , or paranoia-be sensible. Maybe you are 

meditating in an imbalanced way; maybe you are dredging up something 

that is throwing you out of kilter. It might be a good idea to check it out 

with a trusted friend, or a clinical psychologist, or a savvy psychiatrist who 

has either meditated or who is familiar with meditation . Consult with a 

professional as you might check with a nutritionist about your food, should 

you be getting frequent stomachaches, or check with a medical internist if 
you are geui ng heartburn or headaches or what have you. 

Having taken all sensible precautions, your nutritionist may tell you, 

~As far as I can tell , your diet is fine ." The psychiatrist may say, "I don't see 

this as really being dangerous, it's just some of the stuff that comes up ." The 

medical doctor says, "You don't have any illness that I can pinpoint ." In 
which case, let it go and just say, 'T his is nyam ." Then carry on in your 
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practice . I think that's the balanced approach. The Teacher is warning us 

that when these types of nyam appear, we can become fixated exclusively 

on external causes---external demons, external illness, external stars. We 

can completely lose track of our practice, of the fundamental issue Ihat this 

is all arising as a manifestation of our own mind. If we release it, the mind 

has an extraordinary capacity to heal itself. That's exactly what needs to 

happen---continue without grasping and let the mind settle. 

~When meditation is introduced with special terminology such as 

insight and so forth, there are many explanations of the stages of the 

path. I-Iere. on our own path. mindfulness is presented as being like 

a cowherd, with thoughts like cows. Their steady, vivid manifesta

tion, without interruption by various expressions of hope, fear, joy, 

and sorrow, is called enmeshed mindfulness. 

"Insight ,H or vipashyal1a , as alluded to earlier, is a Buddhist technical term. 

"Enmeshed mindfulness~ means that you sti ll have mental phenomena to 

engage with. like a fireworks display, they appear luminously, clearly, 

vividly. In the gaps between them you are not to inject expressions of grasp

ing such as hope, fear, joy, and sorrow. These emotional vacillations can 

very easily arise in response to nyam. You may have an excellent session and 

think, "I'm really good at this. I think I can achi eve shamatha. w If your next 

session goes poorly, you think, "I doubt anyone has ever ach ieved shamatha. 

They're fooling us-it's just a myth.w When such emotions arise, enticing 

you like Sirens, just be like space. The practice is really deliciously simple: 

uSettle your mind without distraction and without grasping ." So enmeshed 

mindfulness means there are still phenomena arising in the mind. It doesn't 

mean you are grasping or becoming entangled with them. 

It's vitally important to distinguish between this shamatha practice and 

"choice less awareness ," which has recently been introduced by populariz

ers of vipassana meditation . This shamatha practice entails focusing single

pointedly on thoughts and other mental events while ignoring, to the best 
of your ability, appearances to the five physical senses. When you cannot 

detect any thoughts occurring, then you focus on the space of the mind, 
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stilt turning your attention away from the physical senses. As for choice less 

awareness, there are no references to this tenn in any of the teachings of the 

Buddha recorded in the Pall language or in their authoritative commen· 

taries, so it is misleading to present this as a vipassana practice. In reality, 

choicdm (lW(lrrnm is a term coined and defined by Jiddu Krishnamurti 

( 1895-1986), who characterized it as the obselVation of whatever is occur

ring in the present moment, without any reaction , resistance , justification, 

or condemnation. H As helpful as this practice has proven to be, as it's been 

studied within the context of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction , it is nei

ther a shamatha nor a vipashyana practice in any Buddhist tradition. 

Such choiceless awareness also bears a strong similarity to "open pres

ence," which a number of popularizers of Dzogchen teach these days. This 

practice consists simply of letting your awareness be open to all kinds of 

appearances, sensory and mental , while letting them come and go without 

intelVention. "Open presence" is a very loose translation of the Tibetan 

term rigpa chog zhag , which literally means "resting in pristine awareness. " 

Th is refers to the "breakthrough" phase of Dzogchen practice , and to 

engage in such authentic meditation , you must first gain an experiential 

realization of rigpa, and then simply rest-without distraction and with

out grasping-in this ultimate-ground state of consciousness. This practice 

is simply sustaini ng the Dzogchen view: viewing all phenomena from the 

perspective of rigpa . However, without having such realization of rigpa, 

one is simply resting in one's ordinary dualistic mind, like a marmot sun

ning on a rock , and this does not qualify as shamatha , vipashyana, or 

Dzogchen. Ducljom lingpa ridicules such practice by citing the TIbetan 

aphorism, "The mannot ostenSibly cultivating meditative stabilization is 

actually hibernating."H 

In the Pali canon the Buddha does refer to a timeless, "nonmanifesting" 

dimension of consciousness that an arhat normally experiences only after 

death, when the continuum of one's conditioned consc iousness ceases: 

"Where consciousness is sign less, boundless, all-luminous, that 's where 

earth , waler, fi re, and air find no footing _ .. There 'name and form ' are 

wholly destroyed ."u Such nonmanifesting consciousness (that is, invisible 

to the o rd inary, dualistic mind) appears to have the same characteristics of 
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rigpa as it is presented in the Dzogchen tradition. According to the 

Buddhist sutras, one must be well versed in the practices of shamatha and 

vipashyana in order to gain such realization of unborn consciousness, and 

the same is true according to classic Dzogchen teachings . Padmasambhava 

declares: "Without genuine shamatha arising in one's mindstream, even if 

pristine awareness is pointed out, it may become nothing more than an 

object of intellectual understanding; one may be left simply giving lip serv

ice to the view, and there is the danger that one may succumb to dogma

tism. Thus the root of all meditative stales depends upon this, so do not be 

introduced to pristine awareness too soon , but practice until there occu rs 

a fine experience of stability."l" 

SIGNS OF PROGRESS 

"In general, these are some of the signs of progress for individuals 

who take appearances and awareness as the path: 

At this point we get an extensive list of nyam that can occur as we progress. 

You meditate for a while and it's quite natural to want to know: "How am I 

doing? How far have I progressed? What arc some signs of progress, or am 

I just treading water here? Am I doing something wrong?" Now keep in 

mind that the instructions are so simple that you should on the whole be 

able to figure out for yourself whether you're doing something wrong. They 

all boil down to the familiar phrase "Settle your mind without distraction , 

without grasping. " If you are doing that while focusing single-pointedly on 

the space of the mind and its contents, that's pretty much it. If you're let

ting yourself be carried away, that implies distraction , so do your best to 

maintain unwavering mindfulness. 

On the other hand , there may be times when you are not carried away, 

nOI distracted, but you sti ll could be grasping . Something fascinating may 

arise , perhaps some very interesti ng, vivid images. "What's going to happen 

with that?" you wonder. As soon as the preference is there, as soon as you 

latch on to it, and moreover, especially if you are attending to the referent 

of the image, not just the image as an image, that's when grasping becomes 
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locked in . For example, when a mental image of delicious food arises, if 
you get carried away, thinking about enjoying such a treat, you've been 

caught up in distraction and grasping. If you focus on the mental image of 

the food, and you are holding on to it because you're attracted to it, that's 

grasping. If you are simply mindful of that image , without being drawn to 

it and without wanting it to go away, you are practicing correctly. When 

you feel attracted to a thought or image or even an emotion , you might tell 

yourself, "J'm not distracted; I'm right here, right in the moment. I really like 

th is." That too is grasping. So just be present , letting your awareness remain 

as still and as accommodati ng as space. It is very important to know dearly 

from moment to moment if you are practicing correctly or incorrectly. 

In practices that are based on the development model, we are moving 

step by Step to some designated goal, so we automatica1Jy have a means of 

gauging our progress. Wit h this practice, however, it is so simple that you 

might easily wonder if any progress at all is being made. So here is the first 

sign of progress: 

• the impression that aU your thoughts are wreaking havoc in your 

body, speech. and mind, like boulders roUing down a stee p moun· 

tain, crushing and destroying everything in their path 

If that is coming up for you, you're really on the rig ht path. Be aware, 

though, that the list of nyam presented here is on ly a short, generic one . 

Not having had this experience doesn't mean you should say, "Aw shucks! 

I'm off the track." Th is sign is just one of innumerable potential signs of 

progress . If you do have the sense that thoughts are crushing and destroy

ing everything in the path of your body, speech, and mind, what should be 

your response~ Simply continue practicing. Watch the boulders crashing. 

If you're not grasping on to them, you recognize that they're just images, 

just appearances. 

Here are the other signs of progress listed in our text: 

• a sharp pain in your heart as a result of a ll your thoughts. as if you 

had been pierced with the tip of a weapon 
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• the ecstatic, blissful sense that mental stillness is pleasurable but 

movement is painful 

This may trigger a temptation to grasp on to stillness and ward off any kind 

of movement of the mind. Don't prefer stillness over movement. Whatever 

arises, let it be, without grasping on to either. 

• the perception of all phenomena as brilliantly colored particles 

• intolerable pain throughout your body, from the tips of the hair on 

your head down to the tips of your toenails 

If th is pain is a nyam and not a medical condition, your doctor will tell you, 

'Thi s is a psychosomatic condition, there's nothing wrong with you that [ 
• can see. 

• the sense that even food and drink are harmful. as a result of 

being tormented by a variety of the four hundred and four types 

of identifiable, complex disorders of wind, bile, phlegm, and so on 

This is a reference to a standard classification of illnesses in TIbetan medi· 

cine. You may feel that you don't even want to eat or drink because you just 

feel uneasy about taking anything into your body. You are afraid doing so 

will make you nauseated. 

• an inexplicable sense of paranoia about meeting other people, 

visiting their homes, or being in town 

This is one of those poinlless dreads. You are meditating, the mind becomes 

still , and then an intense rush of fea r comes over you . It has no rcal focus. 

You really can't pinpoint what you are afraid of. Cen Lamrimpa commented 

during the one-year shamatha retreat he led in 1988: ~When that happens, 

do not grasp on to it . Stand back from it and simply look at it. And then 

you'll disempower it. But if you latch on to it, you'll make yourself very 

unhappy, and your conditio n will go from bad to worse." 
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• compulsive hope in medical treatment. divinations, and astrology 

That is, things start going haywire in your body, triggering paranoia , and 

you think, "If J could only find a better doctor. I heard of one in Argentina. 

Maybe I should travel there ." Or you look to divinations: "I've heard of one 

lama whose divinations are said to be very good. I'll bet he could tell me 

someth ing that would get me out of this mess." Or: "I need a newer, more 

accurate astrological chart to figure this out, ~ 

• such unbearable misery that you think your heart will burst 

Sometimes waves of utler grief will just wash over you. You mayor may 

not know what catalyzed it. Just watch it come, watch it go. See if you can 

observe misery from the perspective of a non-miserable awareness. That's 

really useful , especially when it's not clearly catalyzed by an external 

event. Let it simply unravel and disappear right back into the space of 

the mind. 

• insomnia at night. or fitful sleep like that of someone who is crit

ically ill 

Indeed, all kinds of bizarre things can happen at night. 

• grief and disorientation when you wake up. like a camel that has 

lost its beloved calf 

You may experience merely a litt le passing disorientation , but it could also 

be pretty strong. The grief of a mother camel that has lost her young is a 

legendary example , 

• the conviction that there is still some decisive understanding or 

knowledge you must have, and yearning for it like a thirsty person 

longing for water 
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What you are 8erling from the practices of the Vajra fSSCl1ct somehow seems 

inadequate . You th ink in desperation , "There must be some lama out there 

who can give me a special oral transmission that would solve everyt hing." 

• the emergence, one after another. of all kinds of thoughts stem

ming from the mental afflictions of the five poisons. so that you 

must pursue them, as painful as this may be 

The five pOisons are delusion, craving, hostility, envy, and pride. What's 

described here can be likened to experiences of the after-death bardo. You 

sit down quietly, unafflicted, and out of the blue afflictions start bubbling 

up. They are like a vortex, grabbing you and then sucking you in , If you can 

practice with this and not be carried away. that's a vcry good preparation 

for the bardo . 

• various speech impediments and respiratory ailments 

"All kinds of experiences can occur-called experiences because all 

thoughts are expressions of the mind. where all appearances of joys 

and sorrows are experienced as such and cannot be articulated-yet 

all experiences of joys and sorrows are simultaneously forgotten and 

vanish. 

There is just so wide a range-a n infinite array of them. All of this sniff arises 

due to the lead weight of your awareness sinking down through the sedi 

men tary layers of your psyche and stirring these things lip. Don't grasp on to 

them, including the grief and the misery and the insomnia and so forth . Don't 

grasp on to them; just relax and be present wi th them, without grasping and 

without dissociation. Each one of them, both the joys and the sorrows, the 

positive and the negative, can wrap you into knot's. "1 really want that. I hope 

this happens. J hope that doesn't happen . I wish this would stop! I hope this 

never SlOps!" Whenever this happens, your mind becomes distoned (k1ishta ). 

Kltsha , a Sanskrit word, means a mental affl iction , and kllshln is a cognate of 
the same word. Klishta means ~twisted ." When the mind IS afflicted, it's 
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twisted. All these perturbations, all these vacillations, all these imbalances of 

the emotions, each one is warping the space of your mind. It's tightening you 

up around joys and hopes, around sorrows and fears . In each case , if you 

could just breathe out and relax and untwist , it would resolve itself. 

So this is a practice of deepening relaxation such that stability simply 

emerges out of deepening levels of relaxation. As the stability deepens 

because the relaxation is deepening, then clarity and vividness arise right 

out of the stability. Relaxing then goes deeper, and as you become more and 

more relaxed , like cream coming from milk, the stability of the mind just 

naturally emerges from relaxation . Then , in (Urn , as the relaxation goes 

deeper, the stability goes deeper. As stability goes deeper, then further clar. 

ity emerges out of the stability. Likening the growth of shamatha to the 

growth of a tree, the deeper the roots of relaxation extend, the stronger the 

trunk of stability; and the stronger the stability, the higher grow the 

branches and foliage of vividness. All three quali ties of relaxation , stability, 

and vividness emerge synergistically, just as the roots , trunk, and branches 

grow together, nourishing each other. 

Images start to arise that are three· dimensional and luminously clear, and 

you didn't do anything to make that happen; it happens spontaneously. 

Two types of vividness emerge through this process. One we can call tem

pora l vividness, by which you are able to detect increasingly brief mental 

events-thoughts, images, impulses-that previously went by so quickly 

you never noticed them. The other is qualitative vividness. This enables you 

to detect increasingly subtle mental processes that may linger for seconds 

on end , but so quietly and unobtrusively that they escaped your attention 

until now. With such en hanced vividness of both kinds, mental states and 

processes that were previously unconscious are now illuminated with the 

clear light of consciousness. This truly becomes a path of knowing yourself 

in the sense of plumbing the depths of your own mind. 

Having said that, in this practice, like in any other shamatha practice, 

there is a balance of neither falling into laxity nor being caught up in exci

tation . There is a balance between the two all the way down to the subtlest 

levels of excitation and laxity. It's a question of balance. Here are some 
more possibilities for nyam: 
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• the conviction that there is some special meaning in every exter

nal sound you hear and form you see; thinking, 'Thal must be a 

sign or omen for me'; and compulsively speculating about the 

chirping of birds and everything else you see and feel 

That can easily come up---yet one more Siren to seduce you. 

• the sensation of external sounds and voices of humans, dogs, 

birds, and so on, all piercing your heart like thorns 

The mind can and will become extremely sensi ti zed in this process. When 

you are sitting quietly and begin hearing sounds, even subtle sounds, they 

ca n be piercing. 

• unbearable anger due to having paranoid thoughts that everyone 

is gossiping about you and disparaging you 

You may find this ridiculous anger welling up. If you have some proclivity 

toward this brand of paranoia, as you plumb your depths it will appear an d 

it will seem to be very real. This provides you the opportunity to look at it 

closely and then release it. This is really deep therapy. 

• negative reactions when you hear and see others joking around 

and laughing, thinking that they are making fun of you, and retal

iating verbally 

• compulsive longing for others' happiness when you watch them, 

due to your own experience of suffering 

You may think of those good old days before you heard about Dharma and 

how much fun you had. You think of all of those happy people who are just 

enjoying Iife---enjoying movies, music, HDTV, good food, and sex, with

out a bit of guilt. How much fun they are having just killing timel You may 

long for that and regret having connected with Dharma. 
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• fear and terror about weapons and even your own friends, 

because your mind is filled with a constant stream of anxieties 

• everything around you leading to all kinds of hopes and fears 

'" 

You are surrounded by Sirens tempting you in every manner. Everything is 

catalyzing hope and fear. You watch their arising and you let them go. 

• premonitions of others who will come the next day, when you get 

into bed at night 

• uncontrollable fear, anger, obsessive attachment, and hatred when 

images arise-seeing others' faces, forms, minds. and conversations. 

as well as demons and so forth. preventing you from falling asleep 

As the mind becomes clearer or more transparent, luminous images will 

appear, arousing all manner of strong emotional responses. This is espe

cially common when you are falling asleep and you pass into hypnogogic 

imagery (patterns and images that appear when you fall asleep consciously). 

They can be really wild and strong. Just release them. 

• weeping out of reverence and devotion to your gurus, or out of 

your faith and devotion in the Three Jewels, your sense of renun

ciation and disillusionment with samsara, and your heartfelt com

passion for sentient beings 

It may well up out of the blue and rush through you, causing you to weep 

openly. Some may interpret this as a sign of difficulty in your meditation. 

Others may say it is a sign of your going very deep. Again , don't grasp on 

to it. Just let it pass on through . Be like a tourist traveling from the surface 

of your mind all the way down into its depths. Don't become a homesteader 

until you reach your destination- the substrate consciousness. 

• the vanishing of all your suffering and the saturation of your mind 

with radiant clarity and ecstasy, like pristine space, although such 

radiant clarity may be preceded by rough experiences 
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There's no rule though that such experiences will necessarily be preceded 

by "rough experiences." It is different fo r everyone. 

• the feeling that gods or demons are actually carrying away your 

head. limbs, and vital organs. leaving behind only a vapor trail. or 

merely having the sensation of this happening, or experiencing it 

in a dream 

This is "involuntary chaIt_the practice of offering your body as food for 

demons-somehow occurring spontaneously. This may appear to be occur

ring in a dream. Even so , it may be very realistic . You may have the sense 

that they are merely dreamlike apparitions, but you may also have a sense 

of complete dismemberment. That's a good sign, a sign of progress that 

you are really far along . 

"Afterward, all your anguish vanishes. and you experience a sense of 

ecstasy as if the sky had become free of clouds. In the midst of this, 

the four kinds of mindfulness and various pleasant and harsh sen

sations may occur. 

The four kinds of mindfulness are the four applications of mindfulness

mindfulness of body, feelings , mental states, and mental objects. Normal1y 

you practice this matrix of vipashyana techniques sequentially. But here, in 

the course of just doing this practice, the insights of these four applications 

or foundations of mindfulness may arise spontaneously. So this practice

which is ostensibly a practice of shamatha, designed to bring you to the 

substrate consciousness as a foundation for realizing emptiness and rigpa

may, as an unexpected dividend give you some very profound insights illlo 

impermanence, suffering, and no-self, which are characteristic of 

vipashyana practice. 

~Spiritual friends who teach this path properly must know and real

ize that these experiences are not the same for everyone. so bear 

this in mind! 
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So far we have been given a shon list of appearances thai may arise as we 

deepen our shamatha pract ice. You may experience just a few of those he's 

described. Below, the Teacher is going to provide more detail, including the 

kind of experiences typical of people with certain psychophysical consti

tutions. Although some of these appearances are quite appalling, what's 

encouraging is that none of th1s is being introduced from some outside 

source. These experiences are not being insened into our minds by the 

buddhas, teachers, or anyone else. These afnictions are there, in our minds, 

to begin with . They are the product of our beginningless cycling in sam

sara. We are fortunate now in bemg able to deal with them under labora

tory conditions. In conducive circumstances this practice allows us to 

catalyze that which lies between our ordi nary co nscious awareness and the 

substrate consciousness. In contrast, most people are passing through these 

kinds of experiences in the course of ordinary life blindly--one life after 

another. As such, they are continually doing the "natural thing": they grasp 

on to everything that comes up; and by so doing they perpetuate samsara. 

NYAM EMANATING FROM DIFFERENT 

PSYCHOPHYSICAL CONSTITUTIONS 

"~or a person with a fire constitution, a sense of joy is prominent; for 

one with an earth constitution, a sense of dullness is prominent; for one 

with a water constitution, a sense of clarity is prominent; for one with 

an air constitution. harsh sensations are prominent; and for one 

with a space constitution, a sense of vacuity is prominent. 

Of course we all have each of the five elements (the four elements men

tioned earlier, plus space) as part of our psychophysical constitution , but 

what are the types of nyam likely to arise for each element specifically, for 

Ihe element that predominales in a given person' If you are someone for 

whom the fire element is strongest, as you are coursing through shamalha, 

a sense of joy may be prominent. With the earth constitution , "a sense of 

dullness is prominent ." That means you have to deal with and counteract 

laxity. For those with a water conslilution, "a se nse of clarity is prominent," 
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which impl ies that you may become hypersensitive. For those with an air 

constitution, "harsh sensations are prominentn_not only physical aches 

and pains, but also mental harshness as well as anger and hatred. "And for 

one with a space constitution, a sense of vacuity," that is, being ~spaced 

out,n is dominant. Whichever cards you are dealt due to your constitutional 

inheritance, deal with it. That's just your kanna. Besides even harsh sensa

tions are not necessarily worse than having bliss or joy, because those can 

be a lot more seductive than a harsh sensation. So, don't be too quick to 

envy someone else with another type of constitution. 

Now we are given the essential view: 

ACCOMPLl S WIHG THE PRACTICE 

"Afte r all pleasant and harsh sensations have disappeared into the 

space of awareness-by just leUing thoughts be, without having to do 

anything with them-all appearances lose their capacity to help or 

harm, and you can remain in t his state. 

The space of awareness is none other than the substrate. The Sanskrit tenn 

is dhatu , "space '- The space of awareness, within tbt con tat of Ibt ordinary mind, 

is just the ground-space of the ordinary mind, the substra te. Having not 

grasped on to all these pleasant and harsh sensations-and thereby not 

revitalized them, not giving them more juice and more power-you've just 

let them arise, untangle, and dissolve of their own accord, and then they 

have disappeared back into the space of the mind . So whatever the partic

ular appearances are, they are relegated to being "j ust appearances ." They 

have lost their power and you have gained control. You have regained your 

own birthright , so to speak-like an absent king who has finally returned 

and rega ined his own territory, which was originally lost and carried away 

by all this grasping. 
Cenerally in Buddhism, self-grasping is associated with ou r relationsh ip 

to the skandhas, the five psychophysical aggregates comprised of the body, 
feelings , recognition , compositional factors , and the six kinds of con

sciousness {mental consciousness and the five sensory modes of con-
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sciousness). As long as self-grasping is dominating your life, those five psy

chophysical aggregates are said to be "closely held." Why~ Because when 

we observe the bodies of ourselves and others, we think, "My body. Not my 

body. My body .. . " Feelings give rise to "my feelings ," and so on down the 

line . They are nothing more than phenomena arising in the space of your 

mind. Because they are closely held, though~"my feelings , my recognition , 

my thoughts"-an abundance of mental factors and processes arise. Then 

consciousness itself arises-"my consciousness." Because these aggregates 

are closely held, they can and do brutalize us. 

Our text is directing liS to the core aggregate-the mind. We are learn

ing how to be vividly awart of it instead of holding it closely. There is no 

withdrawal and we respond with no repression or denial. Rather, we are 

luminously aware of whatever comes up--we are not grasping. Therefore 

these processes lose their ability to hann us. We can remain in that state by 

achieving shamatha. We achieve equipoise. This is sanity; we are emotion

ally ba lanced , attentionally balanced, and cognitively balanced. We now 

have a mind that is serviceable and ready to do whatever we Wish. Moreover, 

since our afflictions are attenuated, this is no longer fertile ground for the 

afflictions to continue to arise. One of the little dividends is bliss. We expe

rience a sense of bliss or joy that is quiet and serene-the joy of shamatha. 

When you actually achieve shamatha, you receive a radical refinement 

or "tune-up" of all your vital energies. Regard this as a kind of "extreme 

makeover" of the body and mind, if you like . At that time there is a tem

porary, transient phase of ecstasy, during which you can do little beyond 

simply going with the flow. Then it tapers off, it becomes subdued, and 

what lingers-like background radiation of the "big bang of shamatha"

is a quiet, percolating, radiating sense of serenity, joy that is very malleable. 

It is malleable in the sense that you are not so overwhelmed with bliss that 

you cannot feel compassion and loving-kindness. This becomes your 

ground state, your new base camp for ascending to the heights of authen

tic vipashyana and Dzogchen practice. 

"You may also have an e::draordinary sense of bliss, luminosity, and 

nonconceptuality, visions of gods and demons, and a small degree of 
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extrasensory perception. The channels and elements fundion dif· 

ferently from one person to the next, so those with dominant earth 

and air elements do not commonly experience extrasensory per· 

ception or visionary experiences. ~xtrasensory perception and 

visions are chiefly experienced by people with a prominent fire or 

water element. 

These perceptions come straight out as a dividend of shamatha. They are 

extraordinary-out of the ordinary-since they are not stimulus driven . 

They result from the mental balance you have achieved . The fact that 

extrasensory perception and visionary experiences are usually perceived by 

those of the fire and water element constitution does not mean that if you 

are earth, air, or space dominant you cannot develop extrasensory percep

tioll. For some people dominated by the other psychophysical constituents, 

it will just flow right out of their practice , but for earth , air, and space 

people , even after having achieved shama tha, they will still need to do a lit

tle eXira to develop those abilities.17 

When I was engaging in a six-month solitary retreat focusing on Ihi s 

practice from the Vajra Essmct , I occasionally drove ten miles to the nearest 

pay phone to call my teacher, Gyatrul Rinpoche , when questions arose . He 

made a couple of comments that may be pertinent to you at some pOint . 

One of them waS, "Alan, when you're meditating, you're doing so with too 

much desire. When you're practicing , don't desire anything at all. Just do 

the practice-with no hopes and fears." To that I replied, "Well , Rinpoche, 

the whole issue of renunciation and bodhichitta is to develop this strong 

yearning, this deep yearning to achieve enlightenment, and shamatha is 

one of the critical ingredients. I've been practicing Dhanna now for more 

than twenty-five years, developing such a yearning, this aspiration , and 

now you tell me to fo rget i17 And then all the prayers of supplication

'Bless me that I may realize .. .'-that's all an expression of desire. So, if I am 

to practice without deSire, what is the point of all these aspirations, includ

ing bodhichitta itselfi' 

Rinpoche replied, ~Between sessions, bring to mind all the aspirations 

and prayers you like. But when you are practiCing, just do the practice." 
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Another point was, uAlan, make sure you also practice when you're lying 

down." That is wonderful advice, for the body can become very sore by sit

t ing in meditation for many hours each day. 

A third comment he made was quintessential: "Alan, when you're doing 

this practice right, without grasping, even if a thousand maras rose up to 

attack you, whatever your maras are, they could not infl ict any injury if 

you're not grasping. And even if a thousand buddhas appeared to you, they 

couldn't do you any good. They don't need to. You don't need anything 

from those thousands of images of buddhas. Just con tinue practicing." So, 

whatever comes up, simply continue practicing as you were. 
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ACCO M PLISI-IING SI-IAMA T I-IA 

"Now, to classify the d iffe rent levels by name, superior vision with 

single-pointed mindfulness, in which movement and mindfulness are 

united, is called 'insight.' If a sense of stillness predominates at this 

time, it is called the 'union of quiescence and insight.' In wnat way is 

this vision superior? Pre viously, even if you watched with great dili

gence, your mind was veiled by subconscious movement a nd by lax

ity and dullness, so thoughts were hard to see. But now, even without 

exerting yourself very much, a ll thoughts that arise become appar

ent, and you detect them very well. 

The different levels he will name are stages through which you wi ll pass. 

The first is insight. Here, Uinsight~ is not to be confused wi th vipashyana, and 

It doesn' t necessa rily mean insight into the nature of emptiness or rigpa . It 
si mply means exceptional insight into some facet of rea lity. In this case, it 

is the fusion of motion and stillness. Here the space of your awa reness is 

sti ll. Why] Because you are not grasping. You can sense your attention 

being in motion when you arc grasping on to objects, pulling you this way 

and that , with either craving or aversion . In this case, insofar as you release 

the grasping , your awareness will remain slill, even in the midst of, or simul· 

taneously with, the movements of your mind. Th is is called the ufusion of 

stillness and motion,~ when your awareness remains slill even whi le your 
thoughts are in motion. 
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In the midst of that insight, "if a sense of stillness predominates at this 

time, it is called the 'union of quiescence and insight. '" There is an absence 

of excitation. "In what way is this vision superior' Previously,H before get

ting to this stage of the practice , "even if you watched with great diligence, 

your mind was veiled by subconscious movement and by laxity and dull 

ness, so thoughts were hard to see.~ Right now your mind is veiled by sub

tle "murmurings~ and, of course , by laxity and dullness. These subtle 

perturbations don't permit you enough clarity to see what's going on , and 

so some thoughts are difficult to see, such as these underlying murmurings. 

Once you do see them, you might say, "Oh, that was coming from the sub

conscious." Well , they were in the "subconscious" before, simply because 

you weren't conscious of them. Improve your clarity and the subconscious 

starts to come into view. Continue honing your attention until you probe 

all the way throllgh the subconscious to the substrate consciousness, from 

which even subconscious mental events emerge. 

So you arrive at the uni fication of movement and mindfulness. UBut now, 

even without exerting yourself very much, all thoughts that arise become 

apparent , and you detect them very well. ~ This is remin iscent of the 

Buddha's assertion , "For one who clings, motion exists; but fo r one who 

clings not, there is no motion. Where no motion is, there is stillness. Where 

stillness is, there is no craving . Where no craving is, there is neither com

ing nor going. Where no coming nor going is, there is neither arising nor 

passing away. Where neither arising nor passing away is, there is neither 

this world nor a world beyond, nor a state between. This, verily, is the end 

of suffering."l8 This practice of shamatha is a straight path to the liberation 

eventually realized through the union of shamatha and vipashyana . 

"As for the experiential visions at this stage, some yogins see every

thing, wherever they look, as forms of deities and as vibrant hindus. 

Some see different seed syllables, lights, and various other forms. 

Some perceive buddhafields; unfamiliar lands; melodies, songs, and 

speeches by various unknown beings; and a multitude of all sorts of 

viras and dakinis dancing and displaying various expressions. To 

some, all sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tactile sensations appear 
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as signs and omens. Some have t he sense of clairvoyantly observing 

many entit ies with and without form. 

'" 

Again , these experiential visions indicate that the practice is simply per

colating through and catalyzing the sedimentary layers of your psyche. By 

this stage you are pretty much finished with the experiences outlined in 

that somewhat horrific list given above . Instead you may have visions , 

which should not be mistaken for realizations, and "some yogins see every

th ing, wherever they look , as forms of deities and as vibrant hil1dus." That 

can happen spontaneously. You are not visualizing in ternally as you would 

in deity practice . Rather these hil1dus simply arise spontaneously in your 

visual field. 

Furthermore , "some see different seed syllables, lights, and various other 

forms. Some perceive buddha fields ,. unfamiliar lands; melodies, songs, and 

speeches by various unknown beings; and multitudes of all sorts of viras 

and dakinis"-viras, recall , are heroic beings and enlightened bodhisattvas. 

Dakinis are essentially female bodhisattvas. These wi ll most likely be 

appearing in the space of your mind . 

'T o some"-in this case when looking out in the world all around you, 

in between meditative sessions-"all sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tac

tile sensation appear as signs and omens." The world appears to be pregnant 

with meaning. "Some have the sense of clairvoyan tly observing many enti 

ties with and without fonn ." These may be mere apparitions or, as he stated 

earlier, people with fire and water constitutions may very well gain some 

clairvoyance at this point in their practice. 

How are we to look at the emergence of these mundane siddhis] Are 

these visions of viras and dakinis and buddhafields coming only from the 

ground-space of your own mind , the substrate? Is this space of the mind 

porous? Of course things such as karma can sink down into it from our per

sonal experi ences in this lifetime and from the past , but can influences and 

experiences from the primordial ground seep through it from below- from 

rigpa? Might something be flowing from the mind of your guru , who is 

blessing your mindsrream, blessing you from a deeper stratum- not just 

catalyzing something in your own substrate consciousness? When we see 
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viras and dakinis or buddha fields , perhaps they are emerging from the 

depths below. Then it is quite possible that we may be opening up a con

duit of blessings, a conduit of imagery, of various things that are actually 

coming from something deeper than the substrate consciousness. This is, 

in fact , the case. The substrate consciousness has now become transparent, 

porous, so things flow through it more easily from below, from rigpa. 

For example, it's clear that by achieving shamatha you arrive at the trans

parency of the ground of the ordinary mind such that , with a little effort and 

through skillful means, you can develop clailVoyance. Having achieved the 

transparency of this ground, you may experience remote viewing or clairau

dience or knowledge of another person's mind in the present moment. This 

is not like a memory, something out of the past. Rather you are connected 

with something taking place now, spatially removed from your location, in 

someone else's mindstream. Clearly, abilities such as these yield experiences 

that are not limited to your substrate consciousness. So it appears that from 

the platfonn of shamatha-even though you have not yet mastered the 

ground awareness, or rigpa, buddha nature-you can get these "sneak pre

views." YOlt are able to dip your cup into the ocean of rigpa and bring out a 

little thimbleful. That is what is meant by mundane siddhi s. This may be a 

useful model for understanding some of these extraordinary experiences. 

"After meditating deeply in this way, any sense of joy or sorrow may 

trigger a unification of mindfulness and conceptualization. Then, like 

the knots in a snake uncoiling, everything that appears dissolves into 

the external environment. Subsequently, everything appears to van

ish by itself, resulting in a natural release. Appearances and aware

ness become simultaneous, so that events seem to be released as 

soon as they are witnessed. Thus, emergence and release are simul

taneous. As soon as things emerge from their own space, they are 

released back into their own space, like lightning flashing from the 

sky and vanishing back into the sky. Since this appears by looking 

within, it is called liberation in the expanse. All these are in fact the 

unification of mindfulness and appearances, entailing single-pointed 

focus of attention. 
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Joy and sorrow normally arouse grasping . In this case however, instead of 

catalyzing grasping, they may trigger the unification of mindfulness and 

conceptualization . You are right there in that unity, dwelling in the still 

spaciousness of your awareness and seeing the movement of joys and sor

rows arising. "Then, like the knot's in a snake uncoiling , everything that 

appears dissolves into the external environmenLff Because there is so little 

grasping occurring even between sessions, when you see appearances aris

ing you are completely present with them, and they dissolve right back 

into the space of the mind. Rather than chunky things moving around, 

banging into each other, you see appearances arise from space and then 

dissolve back into external space, until "everything appears to vanish by 

itself ... H As you go deeper into the nature of awareness, into samadhi , your 

mind is drawn in as if you were falling asleep, yet it remains luminously 

aware. Thus everything appears to vanish by itself, just like the whole world 

van ishes for you when you fall asleep. 

Here you draw your awareness in , and it results in a "natural release.H 

Because there is no grasping, appearances and awareness are released as 

soon as they are observed. They are not crystall ized into ~things" due to 

grasping , "so that events seem to be released as soo n as they are wit

nessed." They arc jus t arising and vanishing. ''Thus , eme rgence and 

release,~ arising and dissolution , ~are simuhaneous.H Where normally you 

would grasp and reilY, you arc seeing only a flux . This doesn't indicate the 

realization of emptiness, but reification has become relatively dormant . 

"As soon as things emerge from their own space ," whether it 's external 

space or internal space , "they arc released back in to their own space, like 

lightning flashing from the sky and vanishing back into the sky." They arc 

instantaneously gone. 

"Since this appears by looking within , it is called libm~t;off in tht rxpanst.~ 
Expanse, of course, is of your own awareness. This is why it is crucial in this 

practice to focus single-pOintedly on the space of the mind and its con

tents and not be equally open to all other appearances From the senses. IF 

you continue to be interested in sensory impreSSions, your mind will not 

withdraw into the substrate. Moreover, since in such open presence you 

are engaging with appearances of the desire realm, your awareness will not 
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wi thdraw into the form real m, which is a defi ni ng characterist ic of achiev

ing shamatha , or access to the first dhyana. 

NAil these are in fact the unificatio n of mindful ness and appearances, 

entai ling single-pain ted foclls .. : T he author has used a number of differ

en t tenns throughout: taking the mind as the path , taking appearances and 

awareness as the path , taking mindfulness of appearances as the path . These 

all refer to the same thing-the practice of settli ng the mind in its natural 

state. At this poin t they are all unified-arising and falling , arising and 

falling , moment by moment-with no grasping on to either subject or 

object. 

"After all pleasant and unpleasant experiential visions have dissolved 

into the space of awareness, consciousness rests in its own stain

less, radiant darity. Whatever thoughts and memories arise, do not 

ding to th ese expe riences; do not modify or judge them , but let 

them arise as they rove to and fro. In doing 5 0 , the effort involved in 

vivid , steady apprehension-as in the case of thoughts apprehe nded 

by tight mindfulness-vanishes of its own accord. Such effort makes 

the dissatisfied mind compulsively strive after mental objects. Some

times, feeling dissatisfied , as if you're lacking something, you may 

compulsively engage in a lot of mental activity entailing tight con· 

centration and so on. 

When the Teacher speaks of consciousness resting in its own "stainless, 

radiant clarity," th is is nOt in reference to rigpa . In this co ntext these phe

nomena are taking place withi n the domain of the mind . Here, Nspace of 

awareness~ means the substrate. We must take care with the tenn ·stain[ess.~ 

Within the Dzogchen context, the dharmakaya is stainless; emptmess is 

stai nless; budd ha nature is sta inless . Once you have fu lly real ized that ulti 

ma te ground, you arc a buddha-job done! In this context, though, the 

text is referring to the substra te, which is stain less in the marc limited sense 

that nonc of the coarse mental afflictions are presen tly manifest ing; rather 

they are merely dormant. Even so, that's pretty marvelous. Having experi. 

enced many of the pleasant and unpleasant mental phenomena mentioned 
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previously, you have essentially nm the gamut of your mind-from the sur

face level of easily detectable mental processes all the way down to the 

substrate consciousness. Now these phenomena dissolve right back into 

the space of the mind and consciousness rests in its own stainless clarity

the very nature of consciousness itself. 

"Whatever thoughts and memories arise, do not cling to these experi

ences, do not modify or judge them, but let them arise as they rove to and 

fro." Although you have not yet achieved shama tha, you are really well on 

the way. At times now you may have significant intervals where nothing 

manifests-no pleasant or unpleasant visions or emotions-allowing you to 

settle into serenity, into something very close to the substrate conscious

ness. Things do get very calm after about the sixth of the nine menta! stages 

prior to shamatha. 

"In doing so," in practicing correctl y, "the effort involved in vivid , 

steady apprehension-as in the case of thoughts apprehended by tight 

mindfulness-vanishes of its own accord." Since you are pretty far along the 

path now, when you observe very carefully, that is, when you magnify your 

attention , the effort of that vivid, steady apprehension just evaporates. 

[n this practice the greatest effort comes at the beginning. In the final 

stages, it's just effortless. Having said that, please do not think that you 

have to give maximum effort at the beginning. That would be overdoing it. 

"Doing your best" is not "ttying your hardest." Given the balance of relax

ation, stability, and vividness required, trying your hardest is ttying way 

too hard . So in the course of the practice of shamatha , whatever technique 

you are following, the degree of effort you need to exert to practice cor

rectly tapers off as you approach accomplishment, and then simply van

ishes. You wi[[ have far greater stability and vividness than you started off 

with , but the effort to maintain and establish that vivid , steady apprehen

sio n vanishes of its own accord. "Such effort"-ttying too hard-"makes 

the dissatisfied mind compu lsively strive after mental objects." You arrive at 

a point in the practice where, if you keep on exerting effort, keep on apply

ing introspection to tty to Fix something, you're actually cluttering up your 

practice. 

In many ways this path of shamatha seems like a microcosm of the path 
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of Dzogchen, to enlightenment itself. The fact that you cou ld so easily 

mistake shamatha for enlightenment or the highest stage of Dzogchen is 

understandable. In the fi nal stages of Mahamudra or Dzogchen you need 

only relax . You are on a conveyor belt to enlightenment, just as in the 

advanced stages of shamatha you are on a conveyor belt to the substrate 

consciousness. Effort is no longer required to achieve this lesser, but still 

very significant, accomplishment. 
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I
n the course of this practice you may at times wonder, "What's going on? 

I'm really not doing anything. I am doing the practice correctly, but I am 

just sitting here. Maybe I should quit and get a job, o r cultivate loving

kindness, or write a book-that's what the world needs ," Such thoughts 

can easily appear, because you truly are doing so little. As Cyatrul Rinpoche 

once commented, "The problem with you Western students is not that you 

don't have enough faith in Buddhism. You don't have enough faith in your

selves," The very fact that you are doing nothing so luminously and clearly 

is facilitating subconscious processes-a balancing, a healing, an illumina

tion, an opening up, a purification. You just don't trust the enormous heal

ing capacity of your own awareness. 

This is where understanding buddha nature as reality rather than as mere 

potential is crucial. From the perspective of an unenlightened sentient 

being, one has a buddha nature in the sense that one has the potential to 

achieve buddha hood; and it needs to be cultivated, or developed, for one 

to become enlightened. But from the perspective of a Dzogchen adept, or 

vidyadhara, you ar( your buddha nature, and you simply need to stop iden 

tifying with your ordin(1)' body, speech , and mind (together with al! your 

mental afflictions and obscurations) and to begin recognizing who you 

already are in order to be enlightened. From a Dzogchen perspective the 

prim(1)' difference between unenlightened sentient beings and buddhas is 

that the former don't know who they are , and the latter do. The ancient 

maxim "Know thyself" now takes on infinite significance. 
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I-IAZARDS IN THE LATER STAGES OF SHAMATHA 

PRACTICE 

"In this phase, consciousness comes to rest in its own state: mind

fulness emerges, and because there is less clinging to experiences, 

consciousness settles into its own natural. unmodified state. In this 

way, you come to a state of naturally settled mindfulness. This expe

rience is soothing and gentle, with clear. limpid consciousness that 

is neither benefited nor harmed by thoughts, and you experience a 

remarkable sense of stillness, without needing to modify. reject, or 

embrace anything. 

Here DOdjom lingpa is describing the final phases of shamatha . "I n {his 

way, you come to a state of naturally settled mindfulncss,H Recall how he 

described an earlier phase when an abunda nce of mental phenomena was 

arising. He warned that as you initiate this practice you shouldn't expect 

your thoughts to vanish. What you could hope for would be to maintain 

your presence with them, without distraction , without grasping. That was 

called tIImtshtd mindfulnts5-nOt because it's all confused or mixed together, 

but because you are engaged with the phenomena arising in your mind. 

Further down the line you move into the interim stages already spoken 

of, where the occurrence of appearances and dissolution is simultaneous. 

Due to the power of mindfulness there is a unification of mindfulness and 

appearances . This occurs sometIme during the middle phase of this prac

tice. Later still, the practice becomes more spacious, and there are periOds 

of sheer stai nless, radiant clarity. As you progress down the home stretch, 

there IS JlISt naturally settled mrndfulness. Without requiring any artifice 

on your part, mindfulness has settled in its own way, of its own accord, You 

have brought sanity to yourself, to your awareness, and to your mind. That 

means you come to wholeness, to coherence-you have arrived at HIlhmdly 

5rttitd milrdfull1t5s. The anchor has struck bottom. 

With an experience that is "soothing and gentle, with clear, limpid con

sciousness that is neither benefited nor hanned by thoughts,~ and that car
ries "a remarkable sense of stillness, without needing to modify, reject, or 
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embrace anything," if you haven't achieved sharnatha yet , yOll are reatly 

close. 

"If you are not counseled by a good ~piritua l friend at this time, you 

might think, 'Now an extraordinary, unparalleled view and meditative 

state have arisen in my mindstream; this is difficult to fathom and can 

be shared with no one.' After placing your trust and conviction in 

this without discussing it with anyone, you may delude yourself for 

a while. ~ven if you discuss your situation with a spiritual friend. 

unless that person knows how to listen critically and responds in a 

persuasive fashion, you will stray far from the path. If you get stuck 

here for the rest of your life, you will be tied down and prevented 

from transcending the realm of mundane existence. Therefore, be 

careful! 

Now, a cautionary note: Having arrived at this point in your meditation , 

yOll may think, ''I've hit the bonanza-this is dhannakayal This is so tran

scendental and holy that I doubt that anyone's ever experienced it before. 

If I told anybody else about it , they would never be able to understand it. 

Therefore, I had better keep it to myself." 

"After placing your trust and conviction in thiS, without discussing it 

with anyone , you may delude yourself for a while. Even if you discuss your 

situation with a spiritual friend , unless !ha! pmol! knows JJow!o lis!tll critically. 

Having that ability means that your spiritual friend really understands the 

context, sees how you've gotten to where you are. Context is vitally impor

tant here because this description could relate to Dzogchen or to becom

ing a vidyadhara. A wise spiritual friend will see the context, will notice 

the subtlety in what is going on , and will be able to give you good advice. 

So, "unless that person knows how to listen critically and responds in a per

suasive fashion , you will stray far from the path ." 

In reaching this level you have arrived at a remarkable place , but if you 

ding to it and believe this is ultimate, then you will stray far from the path. 

"If you get stuck here for the rest of your life, you will be tied down and pre

vented from transcending the realm of mundane existence. Therefore, be 
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ca reful( This caveat is echoed in the teachings of Tsongkhapa, Karma 

C hagme Rinpoche, and many OIher great lamas. It must have happened 

many, many times for them to keep on repeat ing it and repeating it until 

everybody hears it: "You will very, very easily thi nk you're enlig htened .n 

This is where the tradit ion, the lineage-having truly wise people to con

sult who are further along the path than us-is really importa nt. So do be 

careful . 

~In particular, the experience of clarity may result in visions of gods 

and demons, and you may think that you are suddenly being 

assaulted by demons. At times this might even be true; however, by 

thinking you are clairvoyant and repeatedly fixating on gods and 

demons. eventually you will feel that you are being overcome by 

demons. In the end, by mentally conjuring up gods and demons and 

spreading the word that you are clairvoyant. your meditation will be 

all about demons. and your mind will be possessed by them. Then 

your vows and sacred commitments will deteriorate, you will stray far 

from Dharma. become lost in the mundane activities of this life. and 

befuddle yourself with magic rituals. As you pursue food and 

wealth-without even it trace of contentment-clinging. attachment. 

and craving will ensnare your mind. If you die in this state, you will be 

reborn as a malevolent demon. Having accumulated the causes of 

experiencing the environment and suffering of a sky-roving hungry 

ghost, your view and meditation will go awry. and you will remain 

deluded endlessly in samsara. 

How is it that ~the experience of clarityH-luminosity-"may result in 

visions of gods and demons"~ Our eyes are designed to pick up a very nar

row bandwidth in the overall spectrum of electromagnetic radiation. Within 

that we see the colors of the visual spectru m, but we cannOl see infrared o r 

ultraviolet. In a general sense, shamatha is designed to widen your band

width of mental perception. For one thing, when you achieve shamatha 

you can experientially access dimensions of existence that were previously 

hidden from view. You've tapped into your substrate consciousness, wh ich 
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is transparent , and you have access to the form realm , where you may wit

ness some of its inhabitants. Th is kind of access may allow you to see dif

feren t types of sentient beings, gods, and so forth . Because your mind is no 

longer locked into being purely human and the phenomena of the desire 

realm , you may become a visionary. 

As long as your base of operations is the five physical senses and the 

ordinary mind, you are tied to a human psyche , limiting you r perception to 

those things that we are all accustomed to. If you are a TIbetan you might 

see a ghost once in a while. As soon as you've tapped into shamatha, you've 

accessed someth ing that is nonhuman. The substrate consciousness is not 

a human state of consciousness, nor does it belong exclusively to some 

other class of sentient being within samsara. It encompasses all of those. All 

the mind-states of different classes of sentient beings emerge from the sub

strate consciousness_ This means that potentially, if you access that com

mon ground- that "stem consciousness"-you could conceivably see 

sentient beings of all the six realms of existence. You may even tap into 

memories of yourself in d ifferent incarnations. So the doors of perception 

are opened, and you may start seeing some creatures that ordinary people , 

with their limited bandwidth of mental perception , cannot see. 

Therefore, "the experience of clarity may result in visions of gods and 

demons, and you may th ink that you are suddenly being assaulted by 

demons. At limes this might even be true." Just as viruses and bacteria and 

radiation do exist even thoug h most people can't see them, there exist other 

entities not normally visible to people lacking high degrees of samadhi, 

and some of them may be malevolent. So it is time to learn to don some 

armor. T hat is why in generation-stage practice and in Vajrayana practice 

in general there are "wheels of protection," protective devices, mantras, and 

so on . In fact, whole sectio ns of this text are designed to help you develop 

your own defense field against malevolent forces. 

The demons that trouble you may be alien entities or they might even 

be human. While Cen Lamrimpa was in soli tary retreat in the Himalayas, 

a woodcutter, for no apparent reason , came to hate him and verbally abused 

him, even though Cen Lamrimpa was doing no more than meditating qu i

etly in h is hut. Strangely, just before the woodcutter d ied, he confessed to 
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Cen lamrimpa, asked for his forgiveness , and passed away. What brought 

them together in this strange relationsh ip was karma . So whether it is from 

the traditional Asian view an actual demon or just a difficult person abus

ing or slandering you for no apparenl reason , you are bound to wonder, 

"What is that all about7~ Well , that's just part of the path; it happens. 

Whether it 's a bad back or a sick stomach-or people coming out of the 

woodwork to attack you-that's karma . 

"By thinking you are clairvoyanl and repeatedly fixating on gods and 

demons, eventually you will feel you are being overcome by demons.~ Even 

when you are getting near to achievi ng shamatha, things of this kind can 

still arise . Recall William James's aphorism, NFor the moment , what we 

attend to is reality.~ When you start seeing apparitions-whether they are 

coming from some external source or purely from your substrate- if you 

start fixating on them, grasping on to them, obsessing about them, then you 

feed them, and you will be overrun by them. So we are given the very famil

iar advice: "Don't obsess. Don't fixate . Don't grasp ." 

When you are getting close to the su bst rate , your imagination is 

extremely powerful. If you want to visualize something, you can visual ize 

it almost as well as if you are seeing it. Your dreams become very vivid. So 

the imagery that comes up, gods and demons and so forth , may be just full 

blown, three-dimensional, ''Technicolor with Dolby Sound" concoctions 

of your own substrate. Does being Nimaginary~ mean that they cannot harm 

you? After all , they are just hallucinations. Believe me, if you grasp on to 

them, they can indeed harm you . Witness the terrible misery schizo

phrenics suffer. As you reach these levels of samadhi , with your imagination 

becoming very potent , you must treat it with great intelligence. If you don't, 

if you conjure up these gods and demons, if you allow yourself to be over· 

run, Nthen by mentally conjuring up gods and demons and spreading the 

word that you are clairvoyanl ... in the end , your meditation will be all 

about demons, and your mind will be possessed by them: 

'Then your vows and sacred commi tments will deteriorate, you will stray 

far from Dharma, become lost in the mundane activities of this life, and 

befuddle yourself with magic rituals." As we saw in an earlier description of 

a si milar situation, once you are possessed by demons you may feel com· 
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pelled to find some great sorcerer or magician to whom you can ask, "How 

do I get out of thi9" You will be given mantras to recite and concoctions 

to drink and ceremonies to perform. In this way you slip into the realm of 

the occult . People spend a long time, sometimes their whole lives, there. It 
has very little, if anything , to do with enli ghtenment , but since it is para

nonnal , many people find it seductive. In so doing they are befuddled with 

magical rituals. Let's not-we have better things to do. 

"As you pursue food and wealth," because you may consider yourself some

thing of a sorcerer or shaman at this pOint, "without even a trace of content

ment-clinging, attachment, and craving will ensnare your mind . If you die 

in th is state, you will be reborn as a malevolent demon." After all , at this 

point that's all you really care about, that's what you're fixating upon. "Hav

ing accumulated the causes of experiencing the environment and the suf

fering of a sky- roving hungry ghost, your view and meditation will go awry, 

and you will remain deluded." I would call that a pretty strong warn ing

"Beware l Skull and crossbones!" Instead of embarking on the voyage to 

shamatha and to enlightenment, you are joining the pirates-magic and 

the occult. It can definitely happen , especially when you start developing 

samadhi . With that you can open up a whole realm of paranonnal experi

ence, the psychic, the occult, and so forth. It can be one enormous trap 

leading absolutely nowhere. So let's ski p that and continue practicing as 

before, maintaining the core of our refuge-bodh ichitta. 

"When people of average or inferior faculties enter this path, the 

signs of the path will surely occur, but if they cling to anything, they 

will be trapped again by that clinging. Knowing that such e:o:periences 

are highly misleading and unreliable, leave your awareness in its own 

state, with no clinging, hope, fear, rejection, or affirmation. By so 

doing, these experiences will be spontaneously released in their own 

nature, like mist disappearing into the sky. Know this to be true! 

When reading the texts of so many of the practices to which I've been 

introduced, sometimes I feel quite intimidated-I'm just not up to snuff. I'm 

not like those professional meditators, the "real practitioners." Therefore, 
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I find these words refreshing: "When people of average or inferior facultres 

enter the path , the si gns of the path will surely occur ... ~ This practice is not 

for those with superior faculties only. Dudjom lingpa is not lelting us off 

the hook. We cannot shy away with self-effacing phrases like, ~Aw shucks, 

I'm jusl not up to it. ~ 

Nonethe less, although (he signs of Ihe path will appear for those with 

average or inferior facilities, "i f they cling to anything, they will be trapped 

again by that cli nging." Of course we are not so likely to cling to the most 

negative phenomena-Insomnia, depression, paranOia, and so on. We are 

more likely to cling to bliss, luminosity, and nonconceptuality and to 

visions. Excited by these, the general tendency is to feel a compulsion to 

tell somebody about il. That's like a gourd that is fi lled with just a little bit 

of water--shake it and it makes a big noise. In contrast, shake a gourd com

pletely filled with water-those with deep realization-and there is no 

noise at aIL The truly realized tend to be reserved about revealing their 

inner experiences to others_ OccaSionally, happily, there are great, tnJly 

enlightened beings who divulge their experience openly. That is what Dud

jom lingpa has done fo r our benefit. He told us he was a fully malUred 

vidyadhara . Milarepa and a few others have spoken with the same frank

ness, and we should find that inspiring. 

"Knowing that such experiences are highly misleading and unreliableH
-

here he is referring to nyam-"leave your awareness in its own state ... ~ 

The author has revealed all these pitfalls and then given us the simple anti

dote: With all of these nyam, these Intoxicating, ~really coor things rang

ing from bindus to buddha fields-along with their horrific, negative 

counterparts-"Ieave your awareness in lts own state, with no clinging, 

hope, fear, rejection, or affimlation .~ When the demons come, don't give 

them a target. Let your awareness be like space. "By so doing, these expe

riences will be spontaneously released in their own nalUre, like mist disap

pearing into the sky_ Know this to be tnJel~ 

"0 Vajra of Mind, there's no telling what specific types of good and 

bad experiences might arise. All techniques, from the achievement 

of quiescence until conscious awareness manifests, simply lead to 
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experiences, so anyt hing can happen. The re fore, understand that 

ident ify ing all t hese as experiences is a crucial point and the quin. 

t essence of practical advice. Then realize this and bear it in mind!" 

The Teacher, addressing Bodhisattva Great Boundless Emptiness, has 

returned to his initial comments on this topic as a way of rounding off this 

discussion . The variation among the psyches, substrate consciousnesses, 

and ka rma of individuals is immensely complex . It is impossible to tell 

someone exactly what is going to happen between the initiation of 

shamatha meditation and its achievement. "AI! techniques, from the 

achievement of quiescence (shamalba ) until conscious awareness manifests 

(rigpa ), simply lead to experiences (nyam ), so anything can happen. There

fore , understand that identifying all these as experiences"-simply as 

nyam- "is a crucial point and the quintessence of practical advice. " 

Underline that l Identify all these experiences as "just nyam." They vac

illate like the score of a basketball game, coming and going like sunshine 

and rain, like bronchitis, like back problems, like everything else . "It's just 

nyam"--stuff that comes up in the course of the path. All of those seduc

tive siddhis and horrific experiences-just let them be . On the morning of 

his enlightenment, all the maras appeared to the Buddha, which can be 

understood as external manifestations of troubling nyam. According to the 

early accounts in the Pali canon of the Buddha's life , even after his enlight 

enment the maras would still visit him. Although some modern populariZ

ers of Buddhism like to interpret these only metaphorically as expressions 

of one's own neuroses, the traditional Buddhist view is that they are actu 

ally sentient beings, which suggests to me that they are not coming merely 

from the substrate. Maras would appear to the Buddha , testing him, saying , 

"H ey Cautamal You're not really enlightened , you're just fooling yourself. " 

They'd try to trip him up . He had only one response for them: "Mara , I see 

you ." Then , according to some accounts , the mara would become disap

pointed and vanish. 

This practice presen ts both enormous possibilities and pitfalls, and for 

tunately DGdjom Lingpa has laid them out transparently. When they actu

any occur they te nd to be overwhelming. At least memorize what to do 



STILLING TI,ui MIND 

'" 
whe n that happens. Understand that these are just nyam. ''Then realize this 

and bear it in mind!" In other words, remember that when you are actually 

practicing. This is where the cultivation of mindfulness entails much more 

than merely being present with whatever appearances are arising here and 

now. In Buddhist practice mindfulness also means remembering the teach

ings you've received so that you can apply them when the appropriate sit

uation arises. On merely hearing about depression , or a blank, nameless 

dread, or apparitions coming up, or nightmares or insomnias, or crushing 

boulders, or terrible pain throughout your body, we might smile and say, 

"Gee, that sounds pretty awful." When it starts happening to us, however, 

we may easily grasp at and reify it-not because we want to but because it 

seems overwhelming. The same goes for the more pleasant kinds of nyam. 

And yet the practice is very sim ple. 

Nyam can also make asseSSing our progress tricky. Suppose that you are 

consistently practicing three hours a day within a relatively serene lifestyle 

and the practice seems to be moving along well . T hen, suddenly, you feel 

you have regressed to the point where you were six months previously_ You 

may ask yourself, "H ave I made some mistake?" That is a possibi lity, and you 

may check your tex t, your notes, to see if you have erred- whether you 

have remembered to practice in accordance with authentic instructions. 

You could also speak with your teacher or with a Dharma companion. Ask, 

"Did 1 slip into some grasping? Did I fall into laxity or excitatio n and then 

not even recognize itt' Making such inquiries is what makes a good Dharma 

student. 

If, on checking that, you conclude that you haven't made such an error, 

it may be that you have encountered yet another level of sedimentation of 

your psyche. The lead weight of your focused attention has brought you into 

contact with deeper strata of your mind and their associated nyam. There are 

some strata that are very clear, and the weight drops right through-yoll 

seem to have hit bottom-but you may now be at the begin ning of another 

layer. It's not the same layer where you were earlier. It may look that way, but 

it's not . Now you get to deal with a new one. You will then move through 

the nyam, the meditative experiences of this new stratum. Even the dear, 

serene strata are also nyam. Don't confuse them wi th real ization. 
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From the time you begin practicing "unti l conscious awareness mani~ 

fests ... " - though there are different ways of reading that, here "conscious 

awareness" refers to rigpa . So he is saying, "from now until your realization 

of rigpa , everything is nyam.H From the ordinary, or relative, point of view, 

we must practice in order to purify our minds of our personal, karmic influ

ences, which often find expressio n as nyam. That is one legitimate per

spective, but we can also view this from the perspective of purr vision. Take 

the woodcutter who so harassed Cen Lamrimpa. We could say that situa

tion derived from karma, but to paraphrase 5hantideva, if you have nobody 

to badger you, how will you accompl ish the perfection of patience;> like

wise, if you have no one to whom you can give, no one who is in any need 

of something you have to offer, how are you going to develop the perfec

tion of generOSity? You need to develop the six perfections. 50 you could 

say that in that particular phase of his pract ice, Cen Lamrimpa desperately 

needed somebody to be angry with him. He hadn't angered anyone, but the 

woodcutter appeared, nonetheless, as needed . From th is perspective the 

woodcutter came as a pure blessing of the Buddha so that Cen Lamrimpa 

could grapple with anger and resentment and then develop deeper patience, 

forbearance, equanimity, and compassion. Therefore, along with all the 

material emanating from your mind with which you must grapple, situations 

may appear from outside that will en hance your practice. 

From the perspective of pure vision, dealing with all of these thorny 

internal and external challenges wi ll give you confidence born of maturity, 

wisdom, and virtue. You will become less prone to grasping and instability 

and will be able to handle your new capabilities, such as the siddhis men

tioned above, without getting thrown for a loop. Achieving that requires 

that you learn in stages, traversing the mind level by level , and deal with the 

external situat ions that must arise-al\ of which can be considered blessings 

from the Buddha. 

So, with every arising challenge , if it's insomnia, great l Let your aware

ness become larger than the mental space occupied by insomnia . If it's para

noia, let you r awareness be larger than the paranoia. If it's bodily pain, make 

your awareness bigger than that. Each time you do that you will discover 
that you are not just sumlOunting an obstacle , but that a transformation is 
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taking place that was necessary for you to go further in your practice . This 

is why I have such confidence in shamatha. If in thiS practice you are going 

to acquire paranormal abilities, it is better for everyone that you are bal

anced and mature. Indeed, as we shall see directly, such transformations 

are the doorway to deeper practice. 

THE ROLE AND SIGN IFICANCE OF SHAMATHA 

Then Great Boundless I:mptiness asked, "0 Bhagavan. if aU experi. 

ences. whether pleasant or rough, are far from being the path to 

omniscience and bring no such benefit, why should we practice med· 

itation? Teacher. please explain!" 

If these meditative experiences resulting from shamatha practice are not 

rigpa-they do not have the benefit of enlightenment-why practice 

shamatha at all ' Couldn't we just skip shamatha and go straight for 

Dzogchen, go directly to the ultimate' 

The Bhagavan replied, "0 Vajra of Mind. when indi viduals with 

coarse, dysfunctional minds agitated by discursive thoughts enter 

this path, by reducing the power of their compulsive thinking, their 

minds become increasingly steady, and they achieve unwavering sta· 

bility. On the other hand, even if people identify conscious aware· 

ness but do not continue practicing. they will succumb to the faults 

of spiritual sloth and distraction. Then, even if they do practice. due 

to absentmindedness they will become lost in endless delusion. 

We enter shamatha practice with a dysfunctional mind, and leave with a 

hmctional mind--enter with disequil ibrium, exit with equilibrium. That's 

the signi fi ca nce of this practice. Attaining a high degree of sanity migh t be 

a really good idea on the way to omniscience. 

"On the other hand , even if people identify conscious awareness"

rigpa--even if they go to some sublime lama and get pointing-out instruc

tions and get some authentiC glimpse of rigpa, or if some inSight , some 
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taste of rigpa, comes to them out of the blue-"but do not continue prac

ticing, they will succumb to the faults of spiritual sloth and distraction.~ So 

even if you get some taSte of rigpa , unless you are able to take the ground 

as your path and sustain it, then it is very easy to lose it. You soon Hsuccumb 

to the faults of spiritual sloth and distraction." Incidentally, I think our civ

ilization gives us the greatest bounty of distractions of any civilization in 

human history. 

Spiritual sloth is an easily misunderstood term. The medieval contempla

tive tradition of Christianity has a corresponding concept, which in Latin 

is called aadia, also often translated as "spiritual sloth.ff I believe this con

cept comes closest to the meaning of the Buddhist term. From the Tlbetan , 

however, it is often translated as "laziness." Indeed, spiritual sloth may man

ifest as being a "couch potato." You could call that laziness, where you are 

really lethargic, sluggish-the heavy feeling of the earth element. But not 

all spiritual sloth expresses itself as laziness. Spiritual sloth manifests fo r 

fire and air people when they get caught up in one project after another

where they always have something going on, continually ensnared by onc 

mundane activity after another. Each time they get caught up in such busy

ness, they always have the snappy reply, "Oh, but this is really imponant, 

because this is fo r the sake of sentient beings, and it's virtuous." 

So spiritua l sloth may manifest in a lazy, sluggish mode, or as hyperac

tivity- popping around doi ng good-which dissipates your energy. You 

amass merit-good karma-but you wind up spinn ing around in samsara. 

In other words, you can have some very deep meditative experience in Zen, 

in Dzogchcn, Mahamudra, or in Vedanta , but you arc left with nothing 

marc than a memory. Then you spend the rest of your life going from one 

project to the next, always caught up in the little affairs of daily life, con

scientiously meeting your deadlines, until finally the deadline you meet is 

your own death. 

"Then, eve n if they do practice, due to absentmindedness they will 

become lost in endless delusion.8 By practicing Dzogchen without having a 

strong foundation in the practice of shamatha you can have a taste of rigpa . 

For cominuity and real growth, however, you need a vessel that doesn't turn 
upside down so easi ly from distractions and emotional imbalances . If the 
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mind is dyshlllctional and you experience a little drop of ri gpa, after years 

have passed it may remain as nothing marc than a memory, "Cosh, that 

reminds me- you should have been there twenty-seven years ago . I had 

this really great experience!" You become lost in endless delusion. 

EXPERIENCING THE SUBSTRATE CONSCIOUSNESS 

"The mind, which is like a cripple, and vital energy. which is like a 

blind, wild stallion, are subdued by fastening them with the rope of 

meditative experience and firmly maintained attention_ Once people 

of dull faculties have recognized the mind, they control it with the 

reins of mindfulness and introspection. Consequently, as a result of 

their experience and meditation, they have the sense that all subtle 

and coarse thoughts have vanished.l=inally, they experience a state 

of unstructured consciousness devoid of anything on which to med

itate. Then. when their awareness reaches the state of great non

meditation, their guru points this out, so that they do not go astray. 

The dysfunctional mind, and vital energy-which is ~Iike a bl ind, wild 

stallion"-are subdued, not hobbled, with the rope of the meditative expe

riences of bliss, luminosity, and nonconceptuality, and with continuous, 

focused attention . Continuity does nOI mean bursts of frenzy, of zeal, or 

applying ourselves to meditation intensely for short intervals and then 

slacking off. Continuity is Ufirmly maintained attention.~ 

"Once people of dull faculties have recognized the mind, they control it 

with the reins of mindfulness and introspeclion." This is taking the mind as 

the path . "Consequently, as a result of their experiences"-nyam-"and 

meditation, they have the sense that all subtle and coarse thoughts have 

vanished." Over time, and at its own pace, the density of obsessive thoughts 

diminishes. They become progressively subtler as you simply let them be , 

let them dissolve, without compulsively being caught up and carried away 

by them. Evenlually you attain equilibrium, an equipoise wherein coarse 

and even subtle thoughts have vanished. "Finally, they experience a state of 
unstructured conSCiousness," where there's nothing contrived. 
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Again, we're not talking about rigpa. We're talking about the substrate 

consciousness-un fabricated, unstructured , pre-human, more basic than 

human, more basic than any other life fonn-out of which all kinds of mun

dane mental sta tes and processes emerge. In this way the substrate con

sciousness can be regarded as a "stem consciousness," analogous to a stem 

cell that can morph into a Wide variety of highly specified cells depending 

on the biological environment in which it develops. Likewise, at human 

conception one's substrate consciousness begins to emerge as a human mind 

and sense perceptions in dependence upon the gradual formation of a 

human brain and nervous system. The mind and various fonns of sensol)' 

and mental consciousness do not emerge from the brain (as is widely 

assumed but never proven in modern science) but rather from the substrate 

consciousness. At death , these human mental functions do not simply dis

appear, as materialists believe (again without any compelling evidence), 

but rather dissolve back into the substrate co nsciousness, which carries on 

into the bardo and successive lives. 

We normally configure consciousness with language, experience, per

sonal identity, personal history, hopes and fears, joys and sorrows, and so 

on, but now we "experience a state of unstnlCtured consciousness devoid of 

anything on which to meditate. " There is no clear-cut object of meditation 

at th is point. Once again , that's what makes it so easy to mistake this expe

rience for either the realization of emptiness or rigpa. In Dzogchen texts 

"unmodified" usually refers to rigpa. But this is not rigpa. This is still at a 

grosser level. 

'Then, when their awareness reaches the state of great non meditation , 

their guru points this out , so that they do not go astray." Now he is refer

ring to deep Mahamudra and Dzogchen realization. The term grtat notlffl(d· 

itatlotl is very specific-you have reached ground awareness. Here you are 

definitely tapping into rigpa; and from that point on, as he said earlier, you 

sim ply take that ground awareness, rigpa, as the path. 

"For this to occur, first you undergo great struggles in seeking the path; 

you take the movement of thoughts as the path; and finally, when con

sciousness settles upon itself. this is identified as the path. Until 
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unstructured awareness, or consciousness, of the path manifests and 

rests in itself, because of the perturbations of your afflicted mind, you 

must gradually go through rough e:o:periences like the ones discussed." 

Once again the Bhagavan summarizes the pach: "For this to occur, first you 

undergo great struggles in seeki ng the path." That can be read in so many 

ways. It could suggest that your having come to this teaching is an indica~ 

tion that you have an enormous amount of positive karma from your already 

having progressed along other spiritual paths in past lives. You must have 

struggled a lot in the past to find a path suited to you. No doubt you have 

struggled greatly just to get to the point where you would even consider 

achieving shamatha or think that it would be ~eally worthwhile, let alone 

acquiring the motivation to practice. Also, practice means sacrificing other 

things, which no doubt is a struggle. On top of that are all those general 

maladies that appear, such as back problems, disease, and so on . 

First, "you undergo great struggles in seeking the path; you take the 

movement of thoughts as the path"-the practice of shamatha-"and 

finally, when consciousness sett les upon itself, this is identified as the path." 

At that point you take the mind as the path to en lightenment. "Until 

unstructured awareness, or consciousness, of the path manifests and rests in 

itself"-here he still seems to be speaking about shamatha . He uses 

"unstructured" within the context of the mind and its ground. To "rest in 

itself' here means until it settles in the substrate consciousness. Until then , 

''because of the perturbations of your afflicted mind, you must gradually 

go through rough experiences like the ones discussed." Why? Again , it's 

because those problems are already there. You cannot bypass your mind to 

get to enlightenment; you have to go through it. Nor can you bypass your 

karma. You have to proceed from where you are, and there is no path to the 

Great Perfection except by way of your own mind. 

Bodhisattva Great Boundless E.mptiness then asked, ~o Bhagavan, 

are thoughts to be cleared away or not? If they are, must con

sciousness emerge again after the mind has been purified? Teacher, 

please e:o:plain!" 
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The Teacher replied, MO Vajra of Mind. the rope of mindfulness 

and firmly maintained attention is dissolved by the power of medi

tative experiences, until final1y the ordinary mind of an ordinary 

being disappears, as it were. Consequently, compulsive thinking sub

sides. and roving thoughts vanish into the space of awareness. You 

then slip into the vacuity of the substrate. in which self, others. and 

objects disappear. By clinging to the experiences of vacuity and clar

ity while looking inward, the appearances of self. others, and objects 

vanish. This is the substrate consciousness. Some teachers say that 

the substrate to which you descend is freedom from conceptual 

elaboration or the one taste, but others say it is ethically neutral. 

Whatever they call it, in truth you have come to the essential nature 

of the mind. 

The ordinary mind is is cluttered with obsessive thoughts. Bodhisattva 

Creat Boundless Emptiness wants to know if having cleared them out, does 

a new level of consciousness arise' 

The Teacher replies that mindfulness and fi rmly maintained attention 

are Hdissolved by the power of meditative experiences, until finally the ordi

nary mind of an ordinary being disappears, as it were.~ Mindfulness, remem

ber, is the faculty of continuous sustai ned attention upon a familiar object. 

Here, ~rope of mindfulness" suggests a subject over here and an object over 

there , held in place, tied down by mindfulness. However, when shamatha 

is achieved, the ordinary mind of the ordinary being disappears, as it were, 

into the substrate consciousness. Asanga , the great fifth-century Indian 

Buddhist contemplative scholar, also said that mindfulness is released after 

achieving shamatha. 29 You reach a point where the mindfulness that you 

were cultivating and sustaining previously becomes effortless and is 

released, leaving you simply present in the substrate consciousness. So you 

are no longer attending with mindfulness-you are no longer holding on 

to an object witham forgetfulness. This happens by the power of medita

tive experiences, including all the nasty ones as well as the really beautiful 

ones. They serve to disentangle and break down the fabricated structure of 
your mind and bring it to the ground level. 
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Normally we spend a great deal of time being mentally afflicted, domi

nated by craving and hostility. Our home, our habirual resting place , is 

down in the swamp of afflictions. The accomplish men I of shamatha 

reverses that. You will still be assaulted by mental afflictions once in a while, 

but you maintain yourself above that by sustaining a buoyant, supple state 

of consciousness that is highly resistant to being dominated by the imbal

ances of the mind. On the rare occasions when you slip below, you keep on 

springing back up. With shamatha it's so easy to go up and so hard to go 

down. For example, when your heart opens to loving-kindness, you may 

first bring to mind the dearest person in your whole life, and next the per

son who's been the most difficult for you, and there is just no difference 

between them. You no longer need to make greater effort to encompass 

your "worst enemy" within loving-kindness equal to that directed to your 

closest friend. That's when the classifications of "loved one," "friend ," "neu

tral person," and "people I don't like" or "who don't like mel/-those artifi

cial demarcations of sentient beings--dissolvc completely. The experience 

of loving-kindness becomes boundless--<>pens up immeasurably. That is 

spoken of as "achieving shamatha in loving-kindness." 

Once you've done that, why not achieve such equilibrium all over again 

in compassion, and then in the rest of the four immeasurables-empathetic 

joy and equanimity? With shamatha as your platform it becomes feasible to 

break down all of these barriers completely. There are many contem plative 

scholars within llbetan Buddhism who say it is not possible to achieve 

bodhichitta-to become a bodhisattva such that your bodhichitta is utterly 

effortless and rises spontaneously-without first accomplishing shamatha. 

You actually have to have shamatha in order to blossom as a bodhisattva , 

because if you don't have it , you have a dysfunctional mind. Due to old 

habits this dysfunctional mind is wobbling around between excitation and 

laxity, which is a poor basis for developing bodhichitta-something that's 

going to be with you from now until enligh ten ment. So the sublime sanity 

of shamatha is the basis for vi pashyana, for bodhichitta, for the stages of 

generation and completion , and for Dzogchen. 

The meditative experiences, then , are enabling the ordinary mind of an 

ordinary being to disappear-to unravel and dissolve back into the sub-
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strate consciousness. "Consequently, compulsive thinking subsides, and rov

ing thoughts vanish into the space of awareness." Here uspace of aware· 

ness" refers to the space of the mind, the substrate. Notice he's not saying 

that you have to clear them away volitionally. He tells us that this happens 

naturally, effortlessly. 

"You then slip into the vacuity of the substrate, in which self, others, and 

objects disappear." I've chosen the word ll'acl4ity rather than mptinrss because 

this shouldn't be mistaken for the realization that all phenomena lack inher

ent nature. It's just empty, vacuous. There is nothing in it. The substrate is 

the alaya ; substrate consciousness is the aIaYlwJji1ana. When you slip into the 

substrate consciousness, what you're attending to, experiencing, what's 

appearing to your mi nd, to your substrate consciousness, is the substrate, 

the alaYI/. The alilya is a vacuity in which sel f, others, and objects disappear. 

There are no appearances except fo r an occasional "bubble." The substrate, 

the alllya, is luminous, but empty. 

"S pace of awareness," as we've seen, is the translation for the Sanskrit 

word dhall4. In this context, the space of awareness, or dhatl4 , is none other 

than the substrate. That's the sheer vacuity to which you are attending; 

that's the space of the mind that is empty. Dhatl4 is certainly a tricky lenn , 

having different meanings in different contexts. For example, dbatl4 is often 

a contraction of dbannadhatl4 , which I translate as the uabsolute space of phe

nomena." In the context of Dzogchen, dhannlldhalu refers to the ultimate 

ground-the ground of all of samsara and nirvana, which is nondual from 

primordia l consciousness. If there are mu ltiple possible universes, plus nir

vana, conventional real ity, ultimate reality, the whole shebang-rigpa is 

the grou nd of the whole, which is nondual from the absolute space of phe· 

nomena, dbannadhatu. It is not just the ground from which the whole arises. It's 

the ground that is the one taste of them all, of samsara and nirvana. 

That is definitely not true of the substrate. The substrate is not the 

ground of nilVana . It is the ground of samsara, your own particular sam

sara. You can get to that space by withdrawing from the senses and from 

conceptual ization-by simplifying and gOi ng into the cubbyhole of your 

substrate. Although that is not rigpa , Dlidjom lingpa says this experi· 
ence of bliss, luminosity, and vacuity is indispensable on the path. We can 
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postpone the achievement of shamatha as long as we like, while venturing 

into far more esoteric meditations. But if we want to come to the culmina

tion of the cultivation of bodhichitta, vipashyana , the stages of generation 

and completion, and Dzogchen, sooner or later we need to foclls single

pointedly on shamatha practice and carry through with it until our minds 

dissolve into the substrate consciousness as Dlidjom lingpa describes. This 

may take months or even years of full-time shamatha practice, and that 

calls for real sacrifice . But if we refuse to take up this challenge, all the other 

more advanced practices we explore are bound to hit a ceiling that we can

not transcend due to the imbalances of excitation and laxity that we have 

yet to overcome. 

How does all of this relate to the Vajra Essmct, to the place we have now 

reached within this particular text) In this context , when you've achieved 

shamatha, roving thoughts have all dissolved. Your mind, as it were, dis

solves, your mind being the ordinary mind of an ordinary human being. 

That's all dissolved into the substrate consciousness; this dimension of con

sciousness that is the luminous, vacuous ground of the ordinary mind. 

"By clinging to the experiences of vacuity and clarity ... ": Vacuity can 

still be regarded as a sign or as an object. If you can cling to it, it's a sign, 

so this is still relative mind . Remember that these experiences are nyam 

and that we get nyam all the way up to the realization of rigpa. ~By cling

ing to the experiences of vacuity and clarity while looking inward, the 

appearances of self, others, and objects vanish." The whole notion of look

ing inward, withdrawing from the world of the se nses, withdrawing from 

conceptualization, the senses shutting down-all of this is characteristic 

of shamatha and not of authentic Dzogchen practice. So, you slip into the 

vacuity of the substrate consciousness, in which the appearances of "self, 

others, and objects vanish." This is exactly what Asanga says, so there is sec

ondary confirmation here.lO You arc experiencing the substrate conscious

ness, also known as the continuum of subtle mental consciousness . That is 

what your coarse mind has been reduced to. The ground of your ordinary 

mind is the substrate consciousness. Now what is the substrate conscious
ness attending tol What is appearing to ill It's the substrate-that vacuity, 

an emptiness. What makes it luminous? Your own consciousness, which is 
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empty and yet luminous, but it is nOt luminous by its own nature inde

pendent of rigpa_ Ultimately, as we saw previously, it is illuminated by pri

mordial consciousness. 

"Some teachers say the substrate to which you descendU-note the word, 

"descend,~ you are settling into it-"is freedom from conceptual elaboration 

or the one taste. " Fmdom from COHap/un/ daboralion is one of the stages of the 

four yogas of Mahamudra, J' a vel)' deep, profound realization of primordial 

consciousness. So some people arrive at the substrate and then give it this 

lofty title that is applied to an advanced stage of Mahamudra . Ont laslt is 

another, even deeper level of Mahamudra yoga. 

What he is saying, very clearly, is that some teachers mistake the sub

Strate for the Mahamudra states of realization known asfrttdomfrom conctp

lual t/nboration and the ont laslt, while Hothcrs say it is ethically neutral.- This 

latter characterization is correct. This state is indeed ethically neutral . To 

dwell there is not profoundly transformative, certainly not in any irre 

versible way; and by dwelling there you do not accrue merit. You are tread· 

ing water, hanging out in neutral. "Whatever they call it, in truth you have 

come to the essential nature of the mind." You have come to the culmina

tion of this practice, and you realize the nature of the mind, the convm/ioMI 

nature of the mind, the rdnliVf nature of the mind. When he speaks of 

Hessential nature" he is not referring to the emptiness of inherent nature of 

the mind or to rigpa . He is referring to unadorned consciousness as it is 

present prior to being co nfigured by biological and environmenta l influ

ences. Here is consciousness stripped bare, down to its essential nature of 

luminosity and cognizance. So now yOll know what the mind is in a pretty 

deep sense, because this is not just your psyche. It is the ground from which 

you r psyche emerges. 

DEEPER POSSIBILITIES OF SHAMATHA PRACTICE 

"On the other hand, someone with enthusiastic perseverance may 

recognize that this is not the authentic path. and by continuing to 

meditate, all such experiences tainted by clinging to a blankness, 

vacuity, and luminosity vanish into the space of awareness, as if you 
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were waking up. Subsequently, outer appearances are not impeded, 

and the rope of inner mindfulness and firmly maintained attention 

is cut. Then you are not bound by the constraints of good meditation, 

nor do you fall back to an ordinary state through pernicious igno' 

rance. Rather, ever'present, translucent, luminous consciousness 

shines through, transcending the conventions of view, meditation, 

and conduct. Without dichotomizing self and object, such that you 

can say 'this is consciousness' and 'this is the object of conscious· 

ness,' the primordial, self'originating mind is freed from clinging to 

experiences. 

A student "with enthusiastic perseverance may recognize that this is nOt 

the authentic path"-may even realize this at an early stage. Thi s is not the 

direct means for realizing rigpa. UBy continuing to meditate, all such expe

riences tainted by clinging to a blankness, vacuity, and luminosity vanish 

into the space of awareness, as if you were waking up." He is showing that 

this practice has higher possibilities . If you en ter this practice with intell i

gence and zeal , recognize the limitations of slipping into the substrate con· 

sciousness, and see the problems of clinging to any of its signs--cli nging 

to the experiences of bliss, luminosity, and nonconceptuality-those expe

riences "vanish into the space of awareness." So even these three disti nct 

qualities of the substrate vanish , ~as if you were waking up.# 

Bear in mind that the substrate co nsciousness is the dimension of aware

ness we enter when we fall into deep, dreamless sleep. Now you awaken 

from that luminous deep sleep, awaken from the substrate consciousness. 

"Subsequently, outer appearances are not impeded," as they were in the 

substrate, "and the rope of inner mindfulness and firmly maintained 

attention is cut ." So there is no rope attaching you either to the substrate 

or to any sign , and no firmly maintained attention, no effon ful striving 

with diligence . That rope is cut. 

'Then you are not bound by the constraints of good meditation , nor do 

you fall back to an ordinary state through pernicious ignorance. Rather, 

ever-present , transluce nt, luminous consciousness shines through , tran

scending the conventions of view, meditation, and conduct . Without 
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dichotomizing self and object , such that you can say 'this is consciousness' 

and 'this is the object of consciousness: the primordial , self-originating 

mind is freed from clinging to experiences." It is here that we transcend 

shamatha and the substrate consciousness, breaking through to pristine 

awareness . Notice how smoothly and how simply it can happen. 

"When you seUle into a spaciousness in which there is no cogitation 

or referent of the attention. all phenomena become manifest. for 

the power of awareness is unimpeded. Thoughts merge with their 

objects. disappearing as they become nondual with those objects. 

and they dissolve. Since not a single one has an objective referent. 

they are not thoughts of sentient beings. instead. the mind is trans

formed into wisdom. the power of awareness is transformed. and 

stability is achieved the re. Understand this to be like water that is 

clear of sediment." 

"When you settle into a spaciousness in which there is no cogitation or ref

erent of the attention"-no signs. that is, you are no longer wi thdrawn into 

the substrate consciousness-~al1 phenomena become manifest, for the 

power of awareness is unimpeded .~ To be withdrawn from all appearances 

and si mply dwell in a blank vacuity is relatively easy_ You can even imagine 

it. To be grasping on to signs and reifying them, we are certainly familiar 

with that. Rigpa, however, is inconceivable and ineffable. Diidjom lingpa is 

speaking here about there being no referent of attention , and yet all phe

nomena con tinue to manifest. "The power of awareness is unimpeded.~ 

Awareness is not wi thdrawn into itself. It is free . "Thoughts merge with their 

objects"-here I think he is stretch ing language as far as it can go wi thout 

snapping-"disappearing as they become nondual wi th those objects, and 

they dissolve. Since not a single one~--Qf those thoughts-"has an objective 

rderent, they are not thoughts of sentient beings; instead, the mind is trans

formed into wisdom, the power of awareness is transformed, and stability is 

achieved there. Understand this to be like water that is clear of sediment.~ 

• • • 
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In this opening section of the Vajra Essence, Dildjom lingpa reveal s the 

nature of the mind and then shows us how to take our own minds, with all 

thei r afflictions and obscurations, as our path to reali zing the relative 

ground state of awareness, the substrate consciousness. And once the mind 

has dissolved into this blissful, luminous vacuity, he shows us how to break 

through our individuated mindstreams and realize our true narure-pristine 

awareness that has never been tainted by any obscurations. He has made 

this path clear, accessible, and inviting. Wit hou t the achievement of 

shamatha, none of our meditations will bring about irreversible transfor

mation and li beration . But once we have settled our minds in their natural 

state, the en tire path to the Great Perfection lies before us, beckoning for 

us to realize our true nature in th is very lifeti me. There can be no greater 

adventure, no greater fron tier to explore, and no greater freedom to real

ize than this Great Perfection , the one taste of samsara and nirvana_ 



NOT!;;S 

The full title is Thr Va;'fil Essm(t: From tht Matrix oj Purr ApprarmKts and Primordial (011-

SciOUlf1r55, II Tall/fa 011 t/x Sdj-Origil14tiH9 Nahm of Exis/tHct (Dag SHaH9 yr sbts droa pa las 

9114511195 rallg byutlg 9i fgYlld rdo rjt'i IIIY!119 po; Sanskrit title, Vajmhrdayasllddhadbllli
jiil1l1abam ril41!'jiHiyiilisma). 

1 A irrmll , or "treasure: is a hidden text or object, which may be hidden in the 

ground, water, space, or even mindst«:am of an adept, waiting to be discovered by 

a "treasure·revealer" (Itr10ll) when the time is most propitious. 
3 The form realm, formiel;s realm, and del>irc realm. Humans and the other five types 

of existence arc in the desire realm. The highest heaven realms make up the form 

realm. Noncorporeal gods in meditative absorption comprise the formless realm. 

4 lAmp Jor IIx Palb 10 Ettligblntmntt , verse 35. 
5 The dhyatta5 are advanced states of meditative concentration. 

6 See Marvin Minsky, Tbt Socittyof Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986). 

7 A Guidt to Ibt BoJbi5<lllva Way of Lit 10:55. 

8 Suffice it to say that a "countless eon" is an immensely long, but still finite , period 

of time. 
9 A Guidt to Ibt Bodhi5<lflva Way of Uft 1:1 [. 

10 Samadhi, in the narrow sense of the tenn, means focused concentration, but in the 

broader sense implied within this triad, it refers to exceptional states of mental bal· 
ance and well ·being. 

11 According to the philosopher Martin Buber, an "I-it" relationship dehumanizes the 

person who is viewed as an "it." An "I-you" relationship acknowledges the subjec· 

tive reality of the other person as a "you," and an "I-thou· relationship transcends 

the polarized distinction of self and other, embracing both in a large, encompass· 
ing entirety. 

12 Db<Jmmapada 3:33-34. 
13 A Cuidtlo IIxBodhilallva Wayofl..ift 1:14. 
14 ACuidt IOIIx&dbiwllvaWayofl..ift 1:[8 . 
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15 Dballllftapada 1:1. 
16 Ven. Weragoda Sarada Maha Thero, Trralul)'"jTrutb mUltmttd Dl11l1ft1llapada (Taipei, 

Taiwan: The Corporate Body of the Buddha Education Foundation, 1993 ), p. 61. 

17 Stephen W. Hawking and Thomas Hertog, uPopulating the landscape: A Top
Down Approach," PbysiCilI Rroi(W D 73 .123527 (2006), Martin Bojowald, "Unique 

or Not Unique?" Nal1m 442 (Aug. 31 , 2006): 988-90. 

18 Bruce Creyson , "Implications of Near-Death Experiences for a Postmateriaiist Psy

chology," PsycbolC1l}Y of Rrligioll alld Spiritualily 2.1 (2010): 37- 45; Ian Stevenson , 

Wbm Rrincanrationand Biology Intmtd (New York: Praeger, 1997). 

19 Francisco J. Varela, ed., Siaping, Drralfting. and Dying, An Exploration oj COllltiou5n(';s witb 
Ihf Dalai lAma , trans. by ThuptenJinpa and B. Alan Wallace (Boston: Wisdom Pub

lications, 1997), pp. 204- 13. 

20 Rarnamtghasutm, cited in Santideva, Sibilalrluccaya , trans. by Cecil Bendall and W. 
H . D. Rouse (Delhi: Motilal Bana~idass, 1981), p. 121 . 

21 William James, TIlt Principb oj Psychology , 2 vols. (New York: Dover Publications, 

1950), vol. 2, p. 322. 

22 Padmasambhava, Natuml Lhtralioll, Padmasamhhaval «aching> on tilt Six BarJo>, com

mentary by Cyatrul Rinpoche, trans. B. Alan Wallace (Boston: Wisdom Publica· 

tions, 2008), pp. 105-16. 

23 Jiddu Krishnamurti and David Bohm, Thr Endillg oj TImt (Madras: Krishnamurti 

Foundation India, 1992), p. 85 . 
24 Dudjom lingpa and Dudjom Rinpoche, TIlt Vajm Quint(';stnct A (ompila/ioll oJThra 

Ta ls on tht Grtal Pt,jtction , with annotations by the Venerable Cyatrul Rinpoche, 

trans. B. Alan Wallace and Chandra Easton (Ashland, OR: Vimala Publishing, 
2011 ), p. 46. 

25 KtvaJdha Sulfa , DN r 223; d. Maurice Walshe, Tbr u!IIg DiscourstS oj Ihr Buddha, A Trans 
/aricm oJlhr Digba Nikiiya (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995), pp. 179-80. 

26 Padmasambhava, Nalural Ubtra/ion , p. 114 (with minor modifications). 

27 For more description of the five elements as they pertain to indiViduals, see Ten
zin Wangyal Rinpoche's Hwling wilh Form , Energy, m,d ugh! (Ithaca, NY Snow lion 

Publiciltions, 2002). 

28 Udana 8:3. 
29 0 . B. Alan Wallace, Balancing Iht Mind: A nhtlan B"ddhisl ApprC>llch 10 RtJining AI/tntio" 

(Ithaca, NY Snow lion Publications, 2005), p. 205 . 
30 Cf. Wallace, Bal,meing 1M MiHd, p. 206. 

31 The four stages, or yogas of Mahamudra, which culminate in buddhahood, are: ( I ) 

single· pointed samadhi , where you first gain access-the union of shamatha and 

vipashyana; (2) the freedom from conceptual elaboration; (3) the one taste; and (4) 

no meditation . 
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afflictions/mental affl ictions (Ski. klesha ), Aversion , cravi ng, delusion, and so 

forth; mental disturbances tha t propel us to perform negative actions 

and perpetuate samsara. 

alaya (Skt). 5« substrate 

alayavijnana (Skt). Su substrate consciousness 

arhat (Skt). One who has achieved nirvana, the complete cessat ion of the 

causes of suffering and their effects. 
arya (Ski). One who has gai ncd a nonconceptual , unmed iated realization 

of empti ness on the path of seeing. 

awareness (Sk t. vidya). Usually rigpa in this book , but some times con

sc iousness morc generally. 

bardo (l1b. bar do). The intermediate state between one life and the next. 

bindu (Skt). In the present book, a tiny visualized luminous sphere the size 

of pea or smaller. 

bodhichiUa (Skt). R.datilJt boJhichitta is the heartfelt wish to achieve enlighten

ment for the benefit of all beings. Wtimat( bodhichittll in general Mahayana 

Buddhism is the realization of emptiness, whereas in Dzogchell it is rigpa. 

buddha nature (Skt. tathllgatagarbha). In lhe context of Dzogchen , this is a 

syno nym fo r dharmakaya , or primordial conSCiousness, and it is the 

mind's ultimate nature. 

buddhafield . A pure land that was created through the positive aspiration of 

a buddha whi le still a bodhisattva; synonymous with ~pure land." 
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cho (Tib. grod ). A yoga for severing self-grasping and the name of a Tibetan 

teaching lineage centered on this yoga. 

clarity . Su luminosity 

clear light . Su luminosity 

completion stage . Su stage of completion 

conceptual elaboration (Skt. prapancha). The proliferation of conceptualization . 

conventional reality (Skt. StlmtlritiStlI)'~). The world of appearances, as opposed 

to ultimate reality, which is the emptiness of those appearances. 

dakini (Skt). Female enlightened being who comes to the aid of tantric 

yogis. 

delusion (Skt. tllJidya). The mental affliction that projects inherent existence 

onto phenomena; the root affliction that produces all the others and is 

the root cause of samsara. 

desire realm (Skt. kamadhatw ). The level of existence that includes hell 

beings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, demigods, and the lesser gods. 

dharmadhatu (Skt ). Absolute space of phenomena. 

dharmakaya (Skt). The "truth body"; reality for a buddha, which is the ulti

mate reality. Synonymous with the buddha mind and buddha nature. 

dharmata (Skt). Su ultimate reality 

dhyana (Skt; Palijhmw ). Advanced states of meditative concentration, gen· 

erally presented in four progressively deeper levels. 

divine pride . The Vajrayana practice of first recognizing the conventional 

nature of your own, ordinary identity and then replacing it with a sense 

of yourself as being identical to a buddha. 

dream yoga. Performing Dharma practice in one's sleep through lucid 

dreaming. 

Dzogchen (Tib. rdzogs chtn). The pinnacle yoga of Tibetan Buddhism, 

especially for the Nyingma school, where one rests in the primordial 

consciousness. 

emptiness (Skt. smmyata). The absence of inherent existence of all phenomena. 

equipoise . Su meditative equipoise 

excitation (Skt. auddbalya). Mental hyperactivity that prevents focus. One 

of the two imbalances to which the mind is habitually prone and that 

are overcome through the practice of shamatha . 
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form realm (Skt. rupadha!u ). Samsaric level of existence that includes the 

extremely long-lived gods of Akanishta and is characterized by abiding 

in blissful absorption . 

formless realm (Skt. anJpadhatu ). The pinnacle of samsaric existence, where 

beings have no material form and abide in single-pointed meditation. 

four applications of mindfulness. A standard set of objects for mindfulness 

meditation: mindfulness of the body, feelings , mental states , and mental 

objects. 

four immeasurables . Loving-kindness, compassion , empathetic joy, and 

equanimity. 

four thoughts that turn the mind (Tlb. blo Idog roam bzhi ). Meditations on the 

preciousness and rarity of fu lly endowed human life , on impermanence 

and death, on the reality of suffering, and on the nature of karma. 

Ge lug. One of the four major Tibetan Buddhist schools, with a distinctive 

emphasis on monasticism and rigorous scholastic training. 

generation stage . Srt stage of generation 

Great Perfection . Srt Dzogchen 

ground awareness (Tlb. gzhi' rig pa). A synonym for primordial consciousness. 

Su rigpa 

inherent existence (Skt. svabhavasiddhi) . A quality projected onto phenom

ena by the deluded mind. An inherent existence is a sel f-suffiCient 

essence that things appear to possess that makes them seem to exist 

independently from the mind conceiving of them. 

insight. Most often refers to vipashyana , but can refer to the realization of 

other phenomena besides emptiness, too. 

introspection (Skt. samprajal1ya ). The faculty of monitoring the quality of 

one's body, speech, and mind. In the practice of shamatha this pertains 

especia11y to monitoring the flow of attention , being on guard for the 

occurrence of laxity and excitation. 

Jigme lingpa ( 1729-98 ). A famous terma discoverer and a highly influen

tial Nyingma master. 

jnana (Skt). literally "knowledge," but often refers to primordial consciousness. 

Kagyu . One of the four major lIbetan Buddhist schools, with a distinctive 

emphasis on Mahamudra meditation and the six Dharmas of Naropa . 
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Karma Chagme Rinpoche ( 1613-78). A master who combined the medita

tion teachings of the Nyingma and Kagyii traditions. 

karmic imprint (Skt. vasana ). The seed planted in the substrate consciousness 

by one's past actions and intentions that will ripen as an expe rience 

upon meeting suitable conditions. Su also propensities 

klesha . Su afflictions/mental afflictions 

laxity {Skt.laya }. One of the two imbalances to which the mind is habitu

ally prone; is counteracted through the cultivation of vividness in the 

practice of shamatha . 

luminosity (Skt. prabhasvara ). The natural clarity of awareness that makes 

manifest all appearances. 

Madhyamaka . A philosophical school originating in India in the second cen

tut)' with Nagarjuna that became the dominant strai n of1lbetan Buddhist 

philosophy. Stresses the emptiness of all phenomena and the freedom 

from the extremes of nihilism and realism, thus its name, the "Middle Way." 

Mahamudra (Skt). Meditation on the ultimate nature of the mind that is 

particularly prominent in the Kagyii school. 

mara (Skt). A mental affliction , often personified as an external being. 

meditative equipoise (Skt. samahila ). A meditative state characterized by 

deep stillness and clarity. 

meditative quiescence. Set shamatha 

mental affliction . See afflictions/mental afflictions 

merit (Skt. punya ). Kannic potential generated through performing posi

tive actions with a virtuous motivation 

Milarepa ( 1040-1123). Famous yogi of the eleventh century known for his 

ascetic feats and his songs of realization. 

mindfulness (Skl. smrili; Pall sali ). The faculty of continuous sustained 

attention upon a familiar object. 

Mipham Rinpoche ( 1846-1912 ). Important Nyingma master of the nine

teenth century who was strongly affiliated with the ecumenical (rimt) 

movement and whose scholastic works became central for the Nyingma 

monastic curriculum. 

nimitta (Skt). An archetypal form or sign that appears to the meditator to 

indicate passage through a particular phase. 
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nirmanakaya (Skt). The body of a buddha visible to ordinary beings that 

manifests to guide those with sufficient merit along the path. 

Nyingma. Oldest of the four major schools of Tlbctan Buddhism. 

one taste. The third of four yogas of the Mahamudra tradition wherein 

whatcver is experienced is known to be the mind. 

Padmasambhava. Eighth -century Bengali tantric master who helped usher 

Buddhism into Tibet and is revered as a second Buddha in the eyes of 

many TIbetan Buddhists. 

paths. Buddhism speaks of five progressive levels of realization on the way 

to buddha hood: the paths of accumulation , preparation, seeing, medi

tation, and no more train ing. 

phowa (lib. 'pho ha ). Srt transference of consciousness 

pliancy (Skt. pmsrahdhj). The suppleness and buoyancy of the mind that is 

cultivated through the practice of shamatha. 

pointing-out instructions. When a teacher conveys the nature of the mind, 

or rigpa, to a student. 

post-meditation. The period between fo rmal sessions of meditation. 

prana (Skt). The vital energies that course through the body, closely related 

to the central nervous system. 

pratyekabuddha (Skt). A Hsolitary real izer~: H inayana practit ioner who 

strives to realize nirvana and become an arhat without the benefit of a 

teacher in the present life . 

primordial consciousness (Skt. jiial1a ). Set rigpa 

primordial ground (lib . gdoJ ma'i gzhi ). The absolute space of phenomena, 

nondual from primordia l co nsciousness. 

pt'"istine awareness (Skt. /idya ). Synonym fo r primordial consciousness. Stt rigpa 

propensities (Skt. aasa/ttl ). Karmically conditioned tendencies or habits ,. the 

seeds of past actions stored in the substrate consciousness that will ripen 

as futu re experiences. 

pure vision . The tantTic practice of viewing all beings and phenomena as 

manifestations of the Buddha. 

quiescence. 5« shamatha 

realization (Tib. nogs pa l. Direct insight into fundamental fea tures of reality 

that liberates that mind from afflictions and obscurations. 
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reification (Tib. bdm 'dzin ). Grasping on to inheren t existence; projecting 

true existence ontO empty phenomena. 

rigpa (Skt. Didya ). Pristine awareness, the absolule ground state of con

sciousness, more profound than the substrate consciousness, for it per

vades all of reality and not just one's own mind. 

samadhi (Skt ). In the narrow sense of the tenn, means focused concentra

tion (achieved through the practice of shamatha), but in the broader 

sense it is one of the three "higher train ings," together with ethics and 

wisdom. In that context it refers to exceptional states of mental balance 

and well-being. 

sambhogakaya (Skt). A buddha's "enjoyment body,~ a rarefied form, per

ce ptible only to highly realized beings, that is complete with Ihe 

marks and signs and is adorned with elaborate jewels and elegant 

apparel. 

sam sara (Skt ). Cyclic existence; a being's circling among the six realms 

through the force of karma and mental afflictions. 

secret mantra. Tantra . 

self-originating (Tib. rang 'byr,mg) . Arising spontaneously from the absolute 

space of phenomena. 

settling the mind in its natural state (lib. stillS mal du babs ptI ). Allowing the coarse 

mind to dissolve into its underlying continuum of subtle consciousness 

known in the Dzogchen tradition as the substrate consciousness. 

shamatha (Skt ). Meditative practices designed to refine the attention and 

balance the mind in preparation fo r the practice of vipashyana. 

shravaka (Skt). A Buddhist practitioner who is set on achieving individual 

liberation, based on listening to and following the Buddha's teachings. 

siddhis (Skt). Capacities we obtain as we advance in meditation. These 

include supernormal powers such as clairvoyance, walking on waler, ny

ing, and a number of other abilities. 

six realms of existence. The abodes of hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, 

humans, demigods, and gods. 

six perfections. The quintessential bodhisattva endeavors, the perfection of 

generosity, ethics, patience, enthusiasm, medilation, and wisdom. 
skillful means (Skt. upaya ). A buddha's capacity to tailor instructions to the 
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particular mindset of each individual. Can also just mean the method by 

which one advances along the path. 

space of awareness (Skt. dhatu ). Stt substrate 

stage of completion. The second of the two main stages of tantra, wherein 

one manipulates the energies of the subtle body to produce samadhi on 

ultimate reality. 

stage of generation . The first of the two main stages of tantra , wherein one 

builds up the visualization of the deity and the mandala, makes offer

ings, and practices pure vision. 

substrate (Skt. alaya ). The space of the mind that appears to the substrate con

sciousness: a luminous vacuity in which self, others, and objects disappear. 

substrate consciousness (Skt. alayavijiimla). The ground of the ordinary 

mind, a continuum that travels from life to life and from which springs 

all ordinary mental activity. 

terma (Tlb. gttr rna ). A "treasure," or hidden text or object , which may be hid

den in the ground , water, space, or even mindstream of an adept , wait

ing to be discovered by a "treasure- revealer" (t"tOIl ) when the time is 

most propitious. 

three realms . The desire, fonn , and formless realms; samsaric existence. 

togal (Tlb. thod rgal ). "Direct crossing-over," the second of two stages of 

Dzogchen in which the dynamic potentials of primordial consciousness 

are made fully manifest, resulting in the achievement of buddha hood. 

tonglen (l1b. glollg Itll). The meditative practice of "sending and taking," 

where you imagine sending all your virtue and happiness to other sen

tient beings, while taking upon yourself all the nonvirtue and misery of 

the world. 

transference of consciousness (Skt. samkral1ti; llb. 'pho ba l. A yoga for eject

ing the consciousness at the time of death into a pure realm body. 

treasury of space (Tlb. nam mkha'i mdzod). Interchangeable with ultimate 

reality. 

tregcho (Tlb . khregs chod). "Breakthrough," the first of two stages of 

Dzogchen , designed to break through the substrate consciousness to a 

direct realization of pristine awareness, which is synonymous with one's 

own buddha nature. 
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true existence (SkI. salyasal ). Same as inherent existence. 

Tsongkhapa ( 1357- 1419). Founder of the Celug school , teacher of the First 

Dalai lama, and one of the greatest sc holars and contempla ti ves of 

Tlbet. 

tulku (lI.b . sprul sku). The lI.betan word for nirmflnakaYfl , often used to refer 

to those, typically lamas, who are formally recognized as incarnations 

of enlightened beings. 

tummo (Tlb. glum mo; Skt. chanda/i ). A yoga for generating of states of bliss 

and insig ht through generating heat in the navel chakra , causing subtle 

essences at the crown to melt and descend Ihrough the chakras below. 

ultimate reality (Skt. dharmata ). The ultimate mode of being of all dharmas, 

i.e. , emptiness. 

vacuity (Tib. stong pal . An absence . Th is is "an emptiness" as opposed to 

"emptiness qua the ultimate reality of all phenomena ." 

vajra (Ski). Diamond-like, immutable. Often used as shorthand for 

Vajrayana , or tantra . 

Vajradhara . The form of the Buddha when he imparted the tantras. 

vidyadhara (Skt ). One who has gained a conceptually unmediated, nondual 

realization of rigpa, of buddha nature. 

vipashyana (Skt). Contemplative insight into fundamental aspects of reality, 

including the emptiness of inherent nature of all phenomena. 

vital energy. Set prana 

wisdom (Skt. prajiia). The sixth of Ihe six perfections that characterize the 

bodhisattva way of life, and the culminating phase of the three higher 

trainings in ethics, samadhi, and wisdom. 

Yogachara . One of two dominant philosophical schools of Mahayana 

Buddhism originating in India, along with the Madhyamaka school. 

Also called the Mind O nly (Chinamatra) school , as it teaches that that 

external phenomena have no reality apart from the mind apprehend

ing them. 
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lucid dreams, 17, 81 
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luminOSity, ix, 93- 98, 112, 120, 123- 24, 
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clinging to, 164, 178 

continuity and, 170 

death and, 14 

described, 186 

purification and, 157 

substrate consciousness and, ] 75, 176, 

178 
visions of gods and demons and, 160 

Madhyamaka, xiii , xv, 65, ] 86 

Mahamudra, 13, 156, 169, 171, 177 

achieving stability and, 121 

described, 186 

Mahayana Buddhism, 39, 49, 53 

mandalas, 64, ]89 

Manjushri, 123 

mantras, 127, 161, 188 

Gelug tradition and, 122 

secret, 40 , 50, 53 , 54, 55. Su also 
tantras 

shamatha and, 65 

stage of generation and, 72 
of Vajrasallva, 64 

mara, 40, 41 , 128, 13G-31 , 147, 165 , 

186 
materialism, 70 

medi tative equipoise, 102, 111, 186 
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memory, 15, 30, 155 , 170 

mental afflictions. Su afflictions 
mental illness, 113-]7, ]62 . Set also 

depression 

merit , 6 , 9-10,37, 39, 169, 177, 186 
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skillful means and, 49, 64 
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-based stress reduction, 133 
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ground of, 14,62-63 
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123 

described, [87 

on shamatha, 105, 134 
Pali canon, 64 , 133-34 

paranonnal abili ties, 12 , [6-17. Sttalso 
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realization of, 177 
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quantum physics, 41 , 70 
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Rabten, (.eshe, 115 
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samadhi, 83, 126-31 , 145, 153 , 162 
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skillful means and, 49 
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samsara, xii-xiii , 28, 31 , 38, 51 , 53, 59, 
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delusive realms within, 9, 21 , 71 , 103 , 

106, 120 
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substrate consciousness and, 161 , 175 
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paranormal abilities and, 16 
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siddhis and, 17 

significance of, 168-70 
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working hypotheses and, 43 

Shantideva, vii, 29, 41 ,57,60, 65 , 167. 
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skillful means, 12-13 , 37, 39, 49, 61, 
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buddha nature and, 35 
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magic and, 33 
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vacuum of, theories of, 117-18 
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spirit of awakening. Str bodhichitta 
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71-73 , 122, 161 , 174 , 176, 189 
use of the term, 36 

Stevenson, lan, 81 

subconscious, 62 , 150, 157 
substantial causes, 74 , 7(rn, 91 

substrate consciousness, 14- 17, 68--69, 

82-89, 95-98, ISO-52 , 160-62 

as a continuum of consciousness, 101 
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experiencing, 170-77 

extrasensOJY perception and, 125 

karma and, 101 , 165 

pristine awareness and, 179 

shamatha and, 30, 63, 85, 95,97, ISO, 

154, 155, 156 
vIsual perception and, 92 

Sufism, ix, 104 

sugatagarbha,6, 10, 11 - 12, 25,51 

Sutrayana, 38-39, 52 , 57, 65 
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tantras, xiii , 6,10, 11 , 78, 124. SttIlI50 

mantras, secret; VaJrayana Buddhism 
Taoism, ix 

Tara, 17, 123 

terma., X, xiv, 23, 185, 189 

Theravada BuddhIsm, 14, 39 

Three Jewels, 116, 141 SIr Illso refuge, 

taking 
three realms, 2(r27, 189 

three secrets,S 

Tibetan medicine, 127, 136 

tOgal (direct crossIng-over), ix, xiii , xv, 

11 , 12-13, 17, 189 
tonglen, ix, 57-58, 65, 189 

transference of consciousness. Stt phowil 
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transmission, xiv, 2-4, 124, 138 

tregch6 (breakthrough), ix, xiii , xv, 

12-13,189 

Tsongkhilpa, 9, 121 , 160, 190 

tumbling-cilge metaphor, 9, 51 
tummo practice, 122, 190 
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ultimate reality, 3, 6, 12, 38, 58. Su Illso 

dharmata; emptiness 

described, 190 

selfhood and, 7-8 
tumbling-cage metaphor and, 9 

unconscious, 115 , 139 

upaya, 13, 37. SUI/Iso skillful means 
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vajra 

body, n 
described, 190 

of mind, 79, 88, 109-110 

nature of, 26 

samadhi and, 38 

VQJTII E!5t7lCt (Do.djom Ungpa), viii-v;x, 
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Vajradhara, 48, 49, 190 

VaJrasattva, mantra 0(, 64 

Vajrayana Buddhism, xv, 12 , 38, 54-55, 
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secret; tanlras 

enlightenment and, 29, 5 I 

grasping and, 8-9 

shamatha and, 39 
vase, metaphor of, 4 

vidyadhara, x, 2-3, 5, 126-28, 159 
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four levels of, 13 
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buddha natuTI! and, 63 

describc:d, 132, 190 

Dl!vadatta and, 17 

shamatha and, 39, 50-51 , 62, 122, 125 
vipassan;;l practicl!, 132- 33 

w 
water 

"excellent: eight qualitil!s of, 18 
metaphor using, 3, 10, 12 

wind disordl!TS, 114 

wisdom, 13, 37, 38, 39, 43, 44, 65, 190. 
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Words of My Prifm Tro<l,btr (Patriil Rin-
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